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The purpose of this study was to analyze teacher-selected children’s literature for its 

potential use with critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom.  This multi-analytical study 

uses tenets from critical multicultural analysis (CMA) and components from visual analysis 

(VA) to guide a critical content analysis of teacher-selected children’s literature.  Since it is the 

only nationally-recognized book list solely selected by educators, the texts for this study were 

selected from the Teachers’ Choices Reading List titles. Although prior research on teacher-

selected literature for the potential use of critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom does not 

exist, the results of this study show many opportunities for such within the last three years of the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List. A discussion on these results is presented through Paulo 

Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, as described in three stages: critique, hope, and action. 

Implications for practice and research are suggested based on the results of the study. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

As a white teacher in an inner-city elementary school, I was quickly faced with many 

challenges.  While learning how to assist my students with each of their intellectual, physical, 

emotional, and social needs, the last thing I considered was the selection of literature in my 

classroom environment.  With the many demands of working with my ethnically and 

socioeconomically diverse population of students, it took me two years to realize I was not 

utilizing one of the greatest instructional tools at my disposal: children’s literature.  After looking 

through the selection of children’s literature in my classroom, it was disappointing to see that my 

students were not represented in the books I was giving them to read.  In the past, I had worked 

hard at trying various strategies to engage my students in reading the books available to them, 

but I didn’t realize that I was expecting them to make connections with characters that were 

either very different from themselves or displaying their own culture in a negative way.  

While searching for books that would better represent my diverse student population, I 

was appalled to find that there were very limited amounts of high-quality children’s literature 

that included characters with the same qualities or interests as my students.  It was with this 

finding that I began discussing more real-world issues with my students as we explored the 

available literature in class.  As my students’ voices opened up and our discussions deepened, the 

level of interest in reading increased dramatically and thinking critically became the new norm.  

It was clear at this point in time that there was a gap in our curriculum, both in diverse children’s 

literature and the critical discussions that revolve around them.  

The influence that children’s literature has on young minds is very powerful because it 

not only reflects the values of our society, but also the politics that are involved (Fox, 1993; 
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Louie, 2008).  Children’s literature reflects the cultural norms, perspectives, worldviews, and 

biases of its authors (McNair, 2003), which can either help or hinder a child’s understanding of 

their role in our society.  Teaching our students to read the word and the world (Freire & 

Macedo, 1987) has never been more important with the rise of critical thinking skills in our 

current era of Common Core State Standards, as well as the politically and socially charged 

changes in the way we look at diversity in the USA.  With our growing population of diverse 

learners, standardized materials designed for a one-size-fits-all education and dominant white 

characters in literature are not going to attend to the various needs our students have during their 

elementary school years (Smith & McLaren, 2010).  

The use of children’s literature in the classroom is the key to supplementing standardized 

and biased reading materials.  Not only does it increase student interest, reading comprehension 

skills, content area learning, and oral language skills, but it can also support diverse student 

populations and encourage the understanding of others (Scharer, Freeman, & Lehman, 2008; 

Lesley, 2001).  Students who see themselves in books are able to see their place in society, while 

students who do not see themselves in books are more likely to believe they do not belong 

(Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015).  According to the 2017 statistics of the Cooperative Children’s 

Book Center (CCBC) at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 74.6% of children’s literature 

published that year portrayed either a white main character, animal, trucks, or other personified 

character.  The remaining findings of main characters were: 9.1% African/African Americans, 

8.3% Asian Pacifics/Asian Pacific Americans, 5.8% Latino, and 1.9% American Indians/First 

Nations (CCBC, 2018).  Although the amount of published diverse children’s literature has 

increased over the last few years, there is still a vital need for the integration of this diverse 
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literature in the elementary classroom (Small, 2017; Lamme, 2008; Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 

2015), and teachers are the key to that crucial integration.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

There are many benefits of integrating diverse children’s literature into the elementary 

school curriculum (Scharer, Freeman, & Lehman, 2008).  However, for the sake of this study, I 

will focus on the benefits of cultural representation, critical conversations, and the 

encouragement of social change.  With their personal selection of children’s literature, teachers 

have the power to either assist in the development of these benefits or restrict students from 

receiving them.  If our schools are to be viewed as a place for social change, then the children’s 

literature that is used, along with the critical discussions and inquiry that surround it, should be 

presented in this trusting environment.  

In order to open the conversation on teacher-selected literature in the classroom, this 

study is centered on the Teachers’ Choices Reading List, which is the only nationally-recognized 

book list created solely by active teachers in the field.  Since 1989, the Teachers’ Choices 

Reading List has been used by educators and literacy professionals as a resource for finding the 

latest children’s books for curriculum use and student interest (ILA, 2005).  The Teachers’ 

Choices Reading List is created every year, based on the classroom integration and reviews of 

the current year’s recently published literature by educators and literacy professionals.  Since 

educators and literacy professionals are the reviewers and creators of this well-known book list, 

the Teachers’ Choices Reading List is viewed as a trustworthy resource for classroom teachers, 

librarians, and literacy specialists.  
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In order to extend this conversation on teacher-selected literature in the classroom and 

discuss its representation of student diversity, this study seeks out the ideals of Paulo Freire’s 

(1970) critical pedagogy within children’s literature through the theoretical tenets of Botelho and 

Rudman’s (2009) critical multicultural analysis and components of visual analysis (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  It is through this analysis that I will be 

able to see the opportunities, or lack thereof, for critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom 

that are provided with integrating teacher-selected literature into the curriculum.   

 

Research Question 

In what ways does the Teachers’ Choices Reading List support opportunities for critical 

pedagogy in the elementary classroom?  

 

Theoretical Framework 

The framework for this study pulls from several different critical perspectives in the field 

of literacy.  The work and influence of Paulo Freire (1970) is at the heart of this study.  Freire 

(1970) believed that passively accepting information presented to us through the written word 

could lead us to be manipulated by its authors or others in our society.  In order to avoid this 

manipulation, Freire (1970) suggested that readers become critical thinkers who not only read 

and understand the word, but who also “read the world” in order to understand the text’s true 

purpose.  This belief support’s Freire’s (1970) concept of a critical lens. Thus, this study on the 

use of children’s literature to encourage critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom is 

theoretically grounded in critical literacy.  Using critical theory as a foundation, the methodology 

of this study is framed through the tenets of critical multicultural analysis.  
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Critical theory (CT) examines the issues of power, justice, and moral action, and the 

relationships they have with matters of our economy, class, race, gender, sexuality, ideologies, 

religion, and other social dynamics that construct our society (Willis, 2011; Steinberg & 

Kincheloe, 2010).  This foundational theory argues that democratic societies are not as 

democratic as most people might believe, which is why researchers are encouraged to look at 

society through a critical lens.  According to CT, democratic citizens are regulated by the forces 

of power operating in a general climate of deceit.  This deceit is present as individuals are 

acculturated and educated to feel comfortable in their domination or subordination, rather than a 

feeling of equality and interdependence (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2010).  

Although it can be argued that critical theorizing, and its broad use in the world, does not 

have a definitive history (Willis, 2011), there are several historical events that play a key role in 

the development of CT.  Based on the philosophical and social thought of Marx, Kant, Hegel, 

and Weber, the term ‘critical’ can be traced back to the social analysis tradition of the Frankfurt 

School, established in Germany in 1923 (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2010).  As word of the 

Frankfurt School progressed, John Dewey (1938) made foundational footsteps in his belief that 

the responsibility of a democratic society was to help children develop their own ability to 

question the status quo in order to create better functions and processes within society (Vassallo, 

2013). 

As the idea of ‘critical’ began to be applied to literacy, researchers started to view literacy 

as more than linguistic skills acquisition.  Rather, the concept of critical literacy (CL) was 

political and social in nature, either creating or limiting possibilities for people as they became 

more literate (Sluys, Lewison, & Flint, 2006).  In this sense, CL began to show readers how they 

could go beyond basic skills of critical thinking and apply those skills to social justice issues, 
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questioning political aspects of power and language in text (Johnson & Freedman, 2005).  

According to Lewison, Flint, and Sluys (2002), CL has four goals: disrupting the commonplace, 

interrogating multiple viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical issues, and promoting social justice 

through action (Wohlwend and Lewis, 2011).  Traces of these four goals can also be found in 

McLaughlin and DeVoogd’s (2011) four principles of CL, which are:  

1. Critical literacy focuses on issues of power and promotes reflection, transformation, 
and action. 

2. Critical literacy focuses on the problem and its complexity. 

3. Examining multiple perspectives is an important aspect of critical literacy. 

4. Techniques that promote critical literacy are dynamic and adapt to the contexts in 
which they are used (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2011). 

Current theoretical conceptions of CL are traced back to Paulo Freire (1970) who showed 

us how to read beyond the word and read the world, revealing to us how the world and texts are 

socially constructed (Short, 2017).  Along with Donaldo Macedo (1987), Freire taught us to 

question and analyze the text in which we read. Short (2017) explains his questioning stance 

further as a focus on, “social issues involving race/ethnicity, class, or gender, and the ways 

language is used to shape representations of others who could be similar or dissimilar to the 

intended audience,” (p. 5).  Specifically, Freire’s (1970) encouragement of a critical lens has 

created three steps in which to “read the world” as we read through text:  

1. Critique/deconstruction: Questioning what is and who benefits. 

2. Hope/reconstruction: Asking what if and considering new possibilities. 

3. Action: Taking action for social justice.  (Short, 2017) 

Using Freire’s (1970) concepts of a critical lens in CL paves way for the implementation 

of critical pedagogy in the classroom setting.  Critical pedagogy (CP) is Friere’s (1970) 

pedagogical philosophy of democratic education in which educators have the opportunity to 
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create a learning environment that allows students to deal critically and creatively with issues of 

their own realities (Vassallo, 2013).  This practice of CP is known as critical consciousness, in 

which individuals recognize and resist oppressive social arrangements in order to affect social 

change (Vassallo, 2013).  Considering that CP works towards discouraging oppression and 

suppression of knowledge by educators, another significant practice worthy of note is banking 

education.  This occurs when educators view student knowledge using a deficit model. In this 

model, teachers assume that students are empty of knowledge and void of life experiences, so it 

is their job to deposit knowledge in the empty receptacles of the students, later to be regurgitated 

on demand with assessment (Smith & McLaren, 2010).  Using this authoritarian style of 

education, the teacher damages students’ sense of agency and discouraging students of critical, 

abstract thought (Smith & McLaren, 2010).  According to the Marxist view of formal education, 

the ruling class defines school knowledge and ideology, which means that schools host a 

receptive literacy, involving a passive reproduction of knowledge (Luke, 2012).  

Although there is a rise in critical thinking skills in the classroom (Johnson & Freedman, 

2005), due to the demands of common core state standards, there is still little recognition that 

texts and curriculum in the classroom engage in specific cultural and political standpoints (Luke, 

2012).  There is also a lack of emphasis on the ways that text selection serves cultural and social 

class-based interests (Luke, 1988).  Vasquez (2012) summarizes these issues by discussing how 

text are never neutral, as readers can always revise, rewrite, and reconstruct texts to shift and 

reframe their own meaning.  It is only by allowing students to utilize this practice that we are 

able to encourage the practice of CP in the classroom.  

Critical multicultural analysis (CMA) goes beyond a simple affirmation of social 

differences, as it examines the exercise of power (Foucault, 1972) and the different ways that 
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race, class, and gender work together in a text (Botelho, Young, & Nappi, 2014).  CMA of 

children’s literature offers tools for researchers and educators as to what and how they should 

read, in order to consider who is represented, underrepresented, misrepresented, and invisible in 

a text (Botelho et al, 2014).  This method of analysis allows readers to assess power, unmask 

dominant ideologies in order to connect messages from the text to issues of social change and 

justice (Botelho & Rudman, 2009).  Using CMA allows you to not only read within texts, but 

also read across texts as you assemble a text set and read each text through a critical lens.  In 

2009, Botelho and Rudman identified eight facets of a children’s book for possible analysis 

through CMA: production practices, focalization, social processes among characters, ending, 

illustrations or photography, genre, sociopolitical context, and historical context.  It is through 

the analysis of these facets that a reader of children’s books can, “retrace intertextual ties among 

literary and nonliterary texts through recursive and reflexive processes,” (Botelho et al, 2014, p. 

45).  This recursive and reflexive process of CMA mirrors the purpose of this study as I look 

deeper into the possibilities of critical pedagogy within teacher-selected literature.  

The critical aspects of my theoretical framework support this study as it focuses on the 

possibilities of critical pedagogy in the classroom through the use of teacher-selected children’s 

literature.  Teachers must be able to look at the literature they select for their classrooms through 

a critical lens, in order to benefit the ever-growing diversity of our nation.  Whether or not a 

specific classroom’s student population is diverse, it is essential that all of our students reap the 

benefits of diverse cultural representation, critical conversations, and the encouragement of 

social change, in order to function as equitable democratic citizens in our society.  This study 

explores the power of children’s literature in the classroom, as well as the need for more diverse 

literature in the teacher selection process with potential resources to assist them.  
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined as they are used in this study, in order for the reader to 

further understand its purpose: 

Critical- an examination of power, social justice and equity issues in society, specifically 

those issues of class, race, gender, sexuality, religious ideologies, socioeconomic status, and 

varying abilities 

Critical literacy (CL)-the stance a person takes while reading text through a critical lens 

and the curricular frame through which teachers engage in critical pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy (CP)-when an educator enacts the principles of critical literacy in their 

classroom in order to encourage students to view their educational experience through a critical 

lens. 

 

Summary 

This study seeks to answer the query of how teacher-selected literature supports 

opportunities for critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom setting.  In order to answer this 

question, this study is supported by a combined theoretical framework that consists of critical 

theory, critical literacy, critical pedagogy, and critical multicultural analysis.  Significant terms 

with definitions are provided for greater understanding of this study.  The following chapter 

contextualizes this study as it provides a review of literature on research in the field of critical 

theory, children’s literature, and teacher-selected text.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study is to look at teacher-selected children’s literature through a 

critical lens to reveal the support this selection provides for opportunities of critical pedagogy in 

the elementary classroom.  As a theoretical background for this study, both critical literacy (CL) 

and critical pedagogy (CP) are discussed in regard to their use in the classroom setting.  With the 

relevance of culturally responsive instruction in the CP process, a section regarding its 

importance to this study is also included.  To enhance the purpose of this study in the use of 

children’s literature in the classroom, I discuss prior research on the use of children’s literature, 

specifically diverse literature, in the elementary classroom.  Lastly, I discuss my review of 

previous literature on teacher-selected literature.  Since this study is focused specifically on the 

analysis of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List, further information on the background of this list 

is also included.  This chapter reviews literature that is focused on critical instruction through the 

use of teacher-selected children’s literature in the elementary classroom.  

Critical Literacy 

As defined in my first chapter for the purpose of this study, critical literacy (CL) is the 

stance a person takes while reading text through a critical lens, as well as the curricular frame 

through which teachers engage in critical pedagogy (CP).  Since the concepts of CL and CP are 

closely related to each other, one thing you will find in this review of literature is an overlap of 

studies.  In this light, CL should be viewed as the stance that educators take while reading text 

through a critical lens while CP should be viewed as the way in which educators teach the 

content for the critical enhancement of their students’ learning experience. CL in the classroom 
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setting can take on many forms.  Stribling (2008) discusses three of these forms in her  own 

account of the literature: critically examining texts for voice and perspective, using texts as a 

vehicle through which one can examine larger social issues, and using students’ lives and 

experiences as the text and incorporating literacy practices (p. 34).  No matter how CL is used 

for instruction, it is clear that the benefits of CL integration include, but are not limited to, 

increased engagement, deeper comprehension skills (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2011), and 

critical thinking skills (Johnson & Freedman, 2005). 

 

Teacher Use of Critical Literacy 

One dominant focus in the literature was the observation of preservice and in-service 

teachers.  Considering that teachers are the ones who lead the charge with integrating CL in the 

classroom setting, it is important to take a step back and examine the practices that are used 

when educating them on this topic.  In a study by Norris, Lucas, and Prudhoe (2012), preservice 

teachers were introduced to CL as a reading strategy that encourages students to think beyond 

mere comprehension.  These preservice teachers then created lesson plans with a picture book 

using McLaughlin and DeVoogd’s (2004) CL lesson framework, demonstrated their lessons for 

their peers, and responded to three open-ended questions about CL in the classroom setting. 

Norris, Lucas, and Prudhoe (2012) found that while all of their preservice teachers believed CL 

to be beneficial to students, they were also aware of challenges such as anxiety in addressing 

touchy subjects, potential parental opposition, and the difficulty of also continuing compliance 

with school district expectations.  Overall, this study solidified the need for preservice teachers to 

further understand CL and help their students think critically about texts (Norris, Lucas, & 

Prudhoe, 2012).  Another study by Tschida, Ryan, and Ticknor (2014) worked with preservice 
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teachers and the concept of single stories.  During this study, preservice teachers experienced 

firsthand how books can show only one side of a story, exhibiting bias and misrepresentation of 

diverse cultures.  The results of this study showed how preservice teachers began to look at their 

book selection with a critical eye, no longer accepting single stories, and learning how to better 

represent their diverse student populations (Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 2014).  

Just as it is important to examine the education of preservice teachers, it is equally as 

important to observe how in-service teachers use their knowledge of CL to implement a critical 

lens into their classroom environments.  In the case of Lewison, Flint, and Sluys (2002), two 

different types of in-service teachers (newcomers with no experience and novices with limited 

years of experience) were observed.  After synthesizing 30 years of literature on CL, Lewison, 

Flint, and Sluys (2002) established four dimensions: disrupting the commonplace, interrogating 

multiple viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical issues, and taking action to promote social justice 

(p. 382).  Using these dimensions, they found that teachers who were newcomers to the ideas and 

pedagogy of critical literacy were most often disrupting commonplace beliefs.  Respectively, 

they found that teachers who were novices provided more opportunities for students to 

interrogate multiple perspectives and focus on sociopolitical issues (Lewison, Flint, & Sluys, 

2002).  Through this study, Lewison, Flint, and Sluys (2002) were able to see where in-service 

teachers were most comfortable starting their CL instruction, as well as how their practices 

changed over time.  Another study with in-service teachers comes from Kathleen Riley (2015) 

who created the Adolescent Literacy Education Study Group as a way for teachers to discuss 

their critical literacy classroom practices.  As the group met twice monthly, they read common 

texts, discussed common areas of inquiry, and built a sense of trust that produced meaningful 

discussions on critical teaching practices.  Through the observation of this common space where 



13 
 

teachers were able to support each other in enacting CL practices, Riley (2015) found CL to be a 

collaborative process.  She also found that CL education included the teachers’ own CL, and that 

CL practices, “should be considered in relation to school context, teacher identity, and 

professional position,” (p. 423).  

Another dominant focus in the literature was on the infusion of CL with common literacy 

strategies in the elementary classroom.  For example, Hermann-Wilmarth, Lannen, and Ryan 

(2017) utilized the commonly-used strategy of a read aloud to discuss transgender topics in an 

elementary classroom.  Leland, Harste, and Huber (2005) also used the concept of a read aloud 

during story time with first graders as a way to open up a space for building CL awareness in the 

classroom environment.  Although Kim (2016) also used weekly read alouds to help 

kindergarteners explore diversity in literature, she also used parental interviews, observations, 

and the students’ written responses to find that CL encouraged her students to voice their 

perspectives and foster their critical awareness of cultural diversity.  In Callow’s (2017) study on 

picture books, CL, and global contexts, he read My Two Blankets aloud to students ranging from 

5 to 7 years old, held a discussion over the text, and then interviewed the students on selected 

illustrations.  Through this process, Callow (2017) found the use of this text to be authentic in 

encouraging his students to recognize the plight of refugees.  Labadie, Wetzel, and Rogers 

(2012) used the strategy of guided reading as a tool to create a space for CL in a second grade 

classroom.  Using flexible grouping and leveled books, the researchers used book selection, 

purposeful prompting, and carefully planned silence to critically discuss the text (Labadie, 

Wetzel, & Rogers, 2012).  

One final approach of CL in the classroom comes from DeNicolo and Franquiz (2006) as 

they used literature circles to encourage critical encounters of a cultural text.  The researchers 
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were able to observe critical conversations among their students and understand more about the 

students’ evolving understanding about languages, cultures, and perspectives through the 

interpretation of the literature at hand (DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006).  

In an attempt to encourage teachers to implement critical literacy strategies in their 

classrooms, Johnson, Mathis, and Short (2017) provide a range of strategies from which teachers 

can choose to fit their specific classroom needs.  They suggest going beyond the simple reading 

of a text in order to explore more about the creation of the text and the deeper meaning behind it. 

Some examples of their suggestions are to examine the ideology, historical context, and 

sociocultural context of a text.  Other examples of suggestions are to examine a text through 

analysis strategies or identify a tension that provides a specific focus for inquiry (Johnson, 

Mathis, & Short, 2017).  

 

Critical Literacy Frameworks 

As educators and researchers prepare to integrate tenets of CL into the classroom setting, 

it is important to establish the framework they will use as they begin their CL process.  In the 

literature, I found multiple frameworks that can be used when integrating CL into the classroom, 

most of which have similar tenets.  In Leland, Harste, and Huber’s (2005) study, they used Luke 

and Freebody’s (1997) “four resources model of reading as social practice”, in which four 

resources or types of knowledge are described as essential parts of the process to becoming a 

literate person.  These resources, or types of knowledge, consist of: decoding practices, text-

meaning practices, pragmatic practices, and critical practices (Leland, Harste, & Huber, 2005).   

In Norris, Lucas, and Prudhoe’s (2012) study, they follow McLaughlin and DeVoogd’s 

(2004) CL lesson framework, which consists of four major parts: engaging students’ thinking, 
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guiding students’ thinking, extending students’ thinking, and reflection.  Both Jones (2006) and 

Janks (2010) provide a three-step process to CL, which are similar in nature.  Jones’s (2006) 

framework closely follows the idea of Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy as it is divided into 

three parts: deconstruction, reconstruction, and social action (Clarke & Whitney, 2009).  Janks’s 

(2010) framework, known as the redesign cycle, focuses on the ability to problematize the world 

in order to remake it (Janks, 2013).  The steps in this framework are construct/design, de-

construct, and re-construct/re-design.   

One last framework was pulled from multiple resources and created by Lewison, Flint, 

and Sluys (2002).  In order to use literacy to achieve social justice, this framework can be broken 

down into four parts.  The first part is to engage in praxis, which is to reflect and act upon the 

world in order to transform it (Freire, 1972).  The second part is to use language to exercise 

power to enhance everyday life and question practices of privilege and injustice (Comber, 2001).  

The third part is to analyze how language is used to maintain domination, how nondominant 

groups can gain access to dominant language without devaluing their own culture, how diverse 

language can be used as cultural resources, and how social action can change existing discourses 

(Janks, 2000).  The fourth and final part of this framework is to challenge and redefine cultural 

borders while encouraging students to cross borders and understand others, creating borderlands 

with diverse cultural resources (Giroux, 1993).  No matter which CL framework is implemented, 

the action of enacting a CL framework is a sign of progress in the encouragement of CP in the 

elementary classroom.  

 

Critical Analysis of Literature 

In order for teachers to implement CL into their classrooms, it is important to consider 
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the literature they select to use in their instruction.  There are many studies in previous research 

that analyze text through a critical lens.  With the understanding that it is important for children 

to see themselves in the books they read, Koss (2015) examined 455 contemporary picture books 

to see which diverse populations were represented in both the characters and authors/illustrators. 

After conducting a descriptive content analysis on the ethnicity, gender, disability, and 

author/illustrator information, Koss (2015) found that despite the rise in U.S. diversity, picture 

books that feature nonstereotypically diverse populations were still a rarity.  She also reported 

that the creation of books by diverse authors/illustrators was even more rare (Koss, 2015).   

Crisp (2015) also used content analysis to analyze 24 years of Orbis Pictus Award 

winners, focusing on the depictions of populations that were frequently identified as being under-

represented or marginalized within children’s literature.  Using this award list of nonfiction 

children’s literature, Crisp (2015) concentrated on examining age, region, religion, 

socioeconomic status, dis/abilities and developmental differences, sexual identity, and parallel 

populations.  Through his analysis, Crisp (2015) found the topics of his books to be mostly 

centered on deceased, working class, Christian adults who lived in North America.  Out of the 74 

books that were analyzed, only 12 of them contained individuals with dis/abilities or 

developmental disabilities, and none of them contained individuals with a sexual identity outside 

of heterosexual.  There were also no books with individuals who were identified as Middle 

Eastern American or Latino/a American, and the books containing Asian Pacific American and 

American Indian individuals were written by “outsiders” of each cultural group (Crisp, 2015).  

As research on children’s literature continues to focus predominantly on fictional literature, 

Crisp (2015) urges researchers and educators to understand the importance of students having the 

opportunity to see themselves and others reflected in nonfiction literature as well.  



17 
 

Critical researchers have also framed their studies on the close examination of texts 

geared towards more specific populations, such as LGBTQ (Logan, Watson, Hood, & Lasswell, 

2016), immigrants (Sung, Fahrenbruck, & Lopez-Robertson, 2017), and gender roles (Rice, 

2000; Kok & Findlay, 2006).  Using critical multicultural analysis (CMA), Botelho, Young, and 

Nappi (2014) analyzed three different versions of the story of Columbus.  Through the use of 

CMA and the view of multiple perspectives, these researchers were able to gain a greater 

understanding of the explicit and implicit social messages that created the Columbian encounter 

(Botelho, Young, & Nappi, 2014).  Johnson and Gasiewicz (2017) also utilized the theoretical 

and methodological foundation of CMA as they examined seven narratives that involved issues 

of displaced youth/refugees or immigrants.  Through their analysis, Johnson and Gasiewicz 

(2017) found a deep understanding of the situations that bring displaced youth and immigrants to 

the United States, as well as the issues they encounter once they arrive.  They believe that 

readers of their selected text may embrace the following two sentiments:  unfamiliarity or lack of 

experience and connection with the protagonists, and how much better life is in the United States 

(Johnson & Gasiewicz, 2017, p. 40).  Now, the issue from this study, as well as all of the studies 

in this section above, is the availability of these texts in the classroom setting.  

Another issue that arose frequently in my review of the literature is the proper 

implementation of critical texts by educators who know how to select them well and look at them 

through a critical lens in order to produce critical conversations.  For example, Boutte (2002) 

attempts to help teachers by providing guidelines for examining children’s literature.  The focus 

of Boutte’s (2002) guidelines are centered around the issue of bias, for which she provides a 

resource for educators to use in identifying six different types of bias in children’s literature. 

Boutte (2002) also provides resources to help educators identify types of multicultural books and 
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create critical discussions about these books.  Resources like these are crucial as teachers begin 

to analyze their own selection of literature for their diverse group of students.  

 

Critical Pedagogy 

As defined in my first chapter for the purpose of this study, critical pedagogy (CP) occurs 

when an educator enacts the principles of CL in their classroom.  Educators do this in order to 

encourage their students to view their educational experiences through a critical lens.  In the 

words of Freire (1970), CP occurs when, “the teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, 

but one who is himself taught in dialogue with students, who in turn while being taught also 

teach.  They become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow,” (p. 67).  Although the 

practice of CP has grown in popularity with social movements such as Black Lives Matter, 

LGBTQ rights, Time’s Up, #metoo, and Nevertheless, She Persisted, the research showing this 

practice in the elementary classroom is still minimal.  There are articles (Nurenberg, 2011; 

Darvin, 2017; Creighton, 1997; Vasquez, 2003) that describe the benefits of integrating CP into 

the classroom setting, which lay out plans to do so with carefully detailed steps.  However, 

teachers who enact these plans into their classrooms from a research standpoint are not 

frequently found within prior research. 

 

CP in the Elementary Classroom 

In a 2013 ethnographic study, Robinson closely observed her third-grade students as she 

introduced them to a variety of multicultural fiction and nonfiction books, then discussed critical 

issues surrounding the selected children’s literature.  Robinson (2013) was careful to select texts 

that were representative of diverse cultures such as gender roles, ethnicity and racial groups, and 
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physical challenges.  Overall, Robinson (2013) found that interactive experiences with diverse 

literature positions students to think beyond themselves and think critically about social 

phenomenon that affects them.  The students were able to be emotionally and socially engaged as 

critical text users, participants, and critics (Robinson, 2013).  Darvin (2017) discusses the idea of 

using cultural and political vignettes (CPVs) in her study on primary students having critical 

conversations about children’s literature in the classroom setting.  In her study, Darvin (2017) 

observed teachers as they opened a discussion with a CPV, read the corresponding picture book, 

then ended the discussion with a different CPV.  Students in this study were asked to respond to 

the CPVs in different ways, such as an open discussion, written response, or drawing (Darvin, 

2017).  Through this study, Darvin (2017) found that not only were the CPVs and children’s 

literature a successful tool to assist teachers in creating critical classrooms but also that young 

students were able to successfully engage in critical conversations about sensitive subject matter 

when their teachers create an environment that supports their critical explorations of multiple 

perspectives.  

 

CP in Higher Education 

The college level of education is also worthy of note in this review of literature, as some 

studies have gone back to the beginning of a teacher’s education to gain further information on 

preservice teachers’ thoughts on CP, as well as in-service teacher education and their attempts to 

integrate CL in their classrooms.  In a study of preservice teachers at two diversely different 

universities, Han, Madhuri, and Scull (2015) sought out teacher dispositions toward CP.  The 

results of their study showed that their preservice teachers from a mountain university with a 

92% homogenous population of European Americans had a lack of exposure to diverse students 
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and families, a sense of White superiority over others, and a resistance to multicultural/social 

justice education.  At the same time, their preservice teachers from an urban area in a largely 

diverse city were ready and willing to accept a social justice curriculum, they embraced social 

justice strategies and resources, and they expressed gratitude for the opportunity to participate in 

a family literacy night (Han, Madhuri, & Scull, 2015).  As a result of their study, Han, Madhuri, 

and Scull (2015) expressed a need to incorporate critical perspectives in teacher education 

programs.  

In regard to the continuing education of in-service teachers on the collegiate level, Jewett 

and Smith (2013) enacted CL approach to teaching their children’s literature course.  Through 

this critically structured instruction, teachers in this study were able to better understand the need 

for CL in their classrooms as they re-envisioned their classrooms and teaching styles.  However, 

Jewett and Smith (2013) realized that the length of their course was not long enough for their 

teachers to process the multifaceted concept of CP, especially since some of their teachers still 

left their course feeling burdened by their new tasks of integrating CL in their classrooms. 

Specifically, the issues of race, ethnicity, gender, and class that were discussed in their course 

readings made the in-service teachers feel overwhelmed as they considered ways to bring the 

material into their classrooms (Jewett & Smith, 2013).   

Similar to the previous study, Zion, Allen, and Jean (2015) reported similar findings of 

in-service teachers in a collegiate course feeling inadequate as they ventured into an exploratory 

study of CP in their classrooms. However, this study differs from the previous study of Jewett 

and Smith (2013) because it entailed involving educators in a specific project called Critical 

Civic Inquity (CCI) in which teachers use instructional approaches that are grounded in CP, 

antiracist education, and sociocultural learning theory (Zion, Allen, & Jean, 2015).  The purpose 
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of CCI was to share power with students, engage student in critical conversations about equity in 

education, and guide students through action research.  It was through this process that teachers 

in this study reported many benefits to their own transformations in thinking, as well as their 

own identities and teaching practices that now aligned more with CP practices (Zion, Allen, & 

Jean, 2015). Further, the practice of this CCI project allowed for these teachers to develop more 

skills and comfort with having difficult conversations in the classroom, as well as understanding 

the concept of oppression in more concrete terms (Zion, Allen, & Jean, 2015).  

 

Suggestions for Classroom Implementation  

As teachers establish a framework for CP in their classrooms, it’s helpful to be aware of 

the suggestions given by literacy researchers on how to implement CL into the elementary 

classroom.  When teaching elementary students about intercultural citizenship, Huh and Suh 

(2018) suggest three pedagogical approaches to encourage a critical mindset:  a dialoguing 

pedagogy to disrupt students’ personal cultures and open their perspectives to others, a pedagogy 

of speaking from marginalized perspectives to represent silenced voices, and an embracing 

pedagogy that helps students broaden their connections to intercultural contexts in order to foster 

a greater sense of responsibility towards social issues with their own moral and ethical concerns. 

Stribling (2008) also recommends three approaches to CL in the elementary classroom:  

critically examine texts for voice and perspective, use texts as a vehicle through which one can 

examine larger social issues, and use students’ lives and experiences as the text and incorporate 

literacy practice (p. 23).  According to Creighton (1997), there are three issues for consideration 

when starting to implement CL into the elementary classroom setting:  careful text selection, the 

question of universality, and the encouragement of critical thinking skills.  



22 
 

Working as a close team, researchers and educators such as Meller, Richardson, and 

Hatch (2009) and Chafel, Flint, Hammel, and Pomeroy (2007) highly recommend the use of 

read-alouds and critical conversations in the primary grades.  Although the implementation of 

CL in the elementary grades, especially the primary grades, is scrutinized at times, these 

researchers found that young children have the ability to engage in critical conversations about 

socially significant content (Chafel at al, 2007).   Nelson (2017) also argues for the use of picture 

books in starting critical conversations in the elementary classroom as she provides a list of 

specific texts for the following social issues: class and poverty, race, gender, and social justice 

issues (p. 41-44).  

As a leader in the field of CL in the classroom, Vasquez (2003) provides many different 

tools for teachers to create spaces for CL in their classroom.  One strategy that Vasquez (2003) 

suggests is pairing everyday texts that we take for granted in our daily routines with texts that are 

written for children.  In doing this, teachers are able to connect the real world with a piece of 

literature that is intended to help children better understand the critical issue at hand.  Another 

strategy suggested by Vasquez (2003) is to “linger with a book” as each child participates in six 

sessions, working in depth with one book.   These six sessions are:  read-aloud, picture walk, 

small-group conversations, whole-group meeting, choose an illustration, and notebook writing 

(Vasquez, 2003, p.37).  

Introducing us to the idea of critical literacy pedagogy (CLP), Borsheim-Black, 

Macaluso, and Petrone (2014) created questions for high school students to use when analyzing 

canonical literature.  The CLP questions are organized within five dimensions of literary study: 

canonicity, contexts, literary elements, reader, and assessments.  Within each of these 

dimensions, students are required to consider both sides of the argument, answering questions 
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that will explain how they were both “with” and “against” each canonical text (Borsheim-Black 

Macaluso, & Petrone, 2014).  

 

Culturally Responsive Instruction 

In order to move towards CP in the classroom, educators must be willing to go beyond 

mere instruction and adopt the practice of culturally responsive teaching.  Within this practice 

are many actions.  The action of personal reflection of educator identity is necessary before any 

progress can be made in the classroom.  After an educator is able to reflect on their own identity, 

they must pursue the action of investigation.  This investigation is important for an educator to 

understand their students and the way in which they directly affect their lives.  The last action 

within this practice of culturally responsive teaching is physical change.  These changes may 

take place within a teacher’s instructional techniques, the classroom materials that are available 

to their students, or the discourse of the classroom.   

When Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) examined successful teachers of African American 

students, she found that these teachers adopted a culturally relevant pedagogy that consisted of, 

“an ability to develop students academically, a willingness to nurture cultural competence, and 

the development of a sociopolitical or critical consciousness,” (p.483).   Prior to making a change 

in their classroom, a teacher must first reflect on their own pedagogy.  Before they can browse 

through their selection of children’s literature and understand what they want to expose to their 

students, they must first understand their own identity.  Are their intentions, desires, and goals on 

track with a culturally relevant pedagogy?  They must be able to visualize their own instruction 

through a critical lens prior to applying that lens to literature.  Christine Sleeter (2010) identified 

three issues of problematic pedagogies for teachers: using a “them” focus, essentializing, and 
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misplaced expectations.  It would be wasteful to select multicultural children’s literature for a 

lesson without first having a culturally responsive pedagogy that reflects a positive multicultural 

identity.  The same is with the reading material you use in your classroom.   

After an educator reflects on their own cultural identity and investigates the lives of their 

students outside of the classroom, it is time to make physical changes.  For culturally responsive 

teaching, Gay (2002) suggests that teachers, “ensure that the images displayed in classrooms 

represent a wide variety of age, gender, time, place, social class, and positional diversity within 

and across ethnic groups,” (p.108).  This directly applies to the images within the literature that 

teachers select for their classroom library, the literature that they require students to read in class, 

the literature that is used while modeling instructional skills, and the literature that is displayed 

throughout the entire classroom.  In addition to images, culturally congruent instruction must 

also include literature that covers topics, themes, and ideas that reflect each student’s individual 

culture.   

 

Use of Children’s Literature in the Elementary Classroom 

Children’s literature has grown in popularity over the last two decades as there are many 

benefits to implementing children’s literature in the elementary classroom.  Such benefits include 

the refinement of reading comprehension skills, the increase of student interesting in learning, 

and the increase of oral language skills (Lesley, 2001; Scharer, Freeman, & Lehman, 2008). 

Children’s literature also has cross-curricular capabilities, which can increase student learning in 

various content areas such as math (Mink & Fraser, 2005), science (Abell, 2008), social studies 

(Waters, 1999), and music (El Koubi, 2005; Gauthier, 2005).  Going beyond academics, 

children’s literature provides further benefits to children’s general well-being as it can help them 
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deal with emotions, cope with fears (Nicholson & Pearson, 2003), create empathetic attitudes 

towards others with intellectual and physical differences (Nasatir & Horn, 2003), build their 

classroom community (Lopez-Robertson & Haney, 2009), and encourage the use of play with 

their imagination (McNair, Bailey, Colabucci, & Day, 2011).  

Scharer, Freeman, and Lehman (2008) found that when surveying teachers about the 

most critical issues in elementary and middle school reading classrooms, the most frequently 

mentioned issues were the detrimental influences of basal or scripted programs, forced 

curriculum, and testing.  This group of researchers also found that teachers were worried about 

the decline in reading for pleasure and a lack of use of children’s literature in the classroom 

(Scharer, Freeman, & Lehman, 2008).  Based on their research review of five years of literacy 

research and a large number of articles based on classroom experiences, Scharer, Freeman, and 

Lehman (2008) found children’s literature to be essential to any reading program.  

In a study comparing literature-based and phonics-based reading programs, Arya, 

Martens, Wilson, Altwerger, Jin, Laster, and Lang (2005) found that students in literature-based 

classrooms made more inferences and had more personal connections in their retellings than did 

the students in phonics-based classrooms.  They also found that students in phonics-based 

classrooms did not provide more accurate reading skills (Arya et al, 2005), which assisted them 

in predicting that the, “widespread use of commercial phonics-based programs, instead of 

literature-based programs, will have a debilitating effect on the development of a whole 

generation of young readers,” (p. 71).  When it comes to using various reading programs in 

elementary schools, there is much debate over which format of reading instruction is best and the 

constant change in our history over educational policy will attest to the prediction that it will 

always be there.  However, the existing studies that I present show that the integration of 
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children’s literature in the classroom benefits students in elementary classrooms.  

 

Integrating Diverse Literature 

In addition to the benefits of integrating children’s literature into the elementary 

classroom, there are further benefits of using children’s literature that is diverse in nature.  When 

students see themselves in books, they are able to see their place in society (Boyd, Causey, & 

Galda, 2015).  On the other hand, when only white, male, able-bodied characters are present in 

books to which they are exposed, female students, ethnically diverse students, students with 

disabilities, and students with learning exceptionalities are likely to feel that the curriculum is not 

planned with them in mind (Temple, Martinez, & Yokota, 2015).  The definition of diverse 

literature is complex, multidimensional, complicated, and fluid (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015). 

Most definitions include the cultural aspects of race, ethnicity, and language.  However, recent 

scholars have advocated for expanding on that definition to include cultural aspects such as 

socioeconomic status, physical and mental disabilities, religion, dialect differences, sexual 

identify, family structures, and gender identity (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015).  

Diverse literature promotes discussions of diversity as it helps children identify with not 

only their own culture, but also the cultures of others around them (Colby & Lyon, 2004). 

Bishop (1990) discusses this need for diverse discussions as multicultural literature provides 

opportunities for children to look into a mirror (see themselves reflected), look into a window 

(see the lives of others), and pass through a sliding door (see themselves as able to transverse 

between groups and worlds) (Koss, 2015).  In regard to the need for our classroom libraries to 

reflect our diverse population of students, Gangi (2008) suggests that by focusing on mirror 

books for many, window books are provided simultaneously (Brinson, 2012).  Three significant 
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themes arose while reading through previous research on the integration of diverse or 

multicultural children’s literature: the importance of diverse literature at an early age, the lack of 

diverse literature and knowledge of that literature in schools, and suggestions for evaluating and 

selecting high-quality diverse literature for the classroom setting.  

Beginning in kindergarten, students are capable of having discussions on diversity in 

their classroom.  Through the use of children’s books in the classroom setting, children are 

provided with a safe forum to talk and write about issues with social diversity because they are 

able to address these issues in the context of a story and its characters, rather than relaying to 

their own negative personal experiences (Dever, Sorenson, & Broderick, 2005).  Vasquez (2003) 

recommends using diverse literature to create space for critical conversations in the classroom. 

She believes that using children’s literature is an educator’s tool to discussing social issues in the 

students’ community and bringing the outside world into the classroom environment (Vasquez, 

2003).  Unfortunately, through her 2012 study, Brinson found early childhood educators to lack 

knowledge in identifying culturally-specific and multicultural books for children.  These results 

showed a critical need for professional development for both preservice and in-service early 

childhood educators to increase their knowledge about culturally-specific and multicultural 

books (Brinson, 2012).  Another critical need was found to be more authentic research on the 

availability of diverse children’s literature in the classroom (Crisp, Knezek, Quinn, Bingham, 

Girardeau, & Starks, 2016).  Although there is more research regarding diverse literature in the 

classroom than ever before, Crisp et al (2016) found previous research on this subject to often be 

centered on the quantity and accessibility of books.  The diversity in previous research has 

mostly referred to the diversity of genre and format, rather than the multicultural aspect of 

characters and situations within the literature (Crisp et al, 2016).  Through their study on 
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preschool classroom libraries, Crisp et al (2016) found a consistent lack of diversity in books, 

which they believe is indicative of a wider problem facing classrooms outside of their study. 

Crisp et al (2016) calls for assistance to teachers and school leaders to help them assess and 

diversify the literature in their classrooms.  

“Cultural issues, relationships, languages, and understandings shift and change across 

time and context, and we need to be evaluating the contents of our libraries on an ongoing basis,” 

(Crisp et al, 2016).  As the constant need for re-evaluating our classroom libraries continues, 

there are many researchers ready to provide suggestions for educators to select high-quality 

diverse children’s literature for the elementary classroom.  In selecting culturally diverse 

literature, Boyd, Causey, and Galda (2015) provide three suggestions: study the work of authors 

and illustrators to determine the quality of culturally rich books, draw from award categories of 

non-white cultural groups, and learn to determine the authenticity of authors’ work (p. 381). 

McNair (2016) also recommends that educators learn about diverse book awards, but she also 

suggests that these educators take a close look at their existing classroom libraries to see if they 

represent different cultures outside of national holidays, such as Black History Month, and pay 

close attention to where their books are purchased since not all companies will represent every 

culture.  Iwai (2015) urges teachers to consider the following five tips for using multicultural 

literature in the classroom: model positive attitudes toward diversity, select high-quality 

multicultural children’s books, plan effective instruction, use multicultural children’s books 

across the curriculum, and partner with the community (p. 82).  

 

Teacher-Selected Literature 

Considering that the purpose of this study is centered on children’s literature that is 
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selected by elementary teachers for their classrooms, it is essential to review literature on their 

text selection process.  Although there was a lack of information on the actual selection process 

of children’s literature, trends of factors and influences on the selection process were 

identified.  Through this search of relevant literature, many resources were found regarding the 

importance of selecting quality children’s literature, ways to identify and locate this quality 

literature, and instruction on how to implement this literature into the classroom setting.  

As Doubek and Cooper (2007) suggest, further research is needed on how teachers make 

their decisions on text due to the overwhelming lack of existing research on this topic.  Even 

though we know a lot about the factors that may influence teachers to select and use specific 

texts, very little is still known about the decision-making process they use.  In accordance with 

Friese, Alvermann, Parkes, & Rezak (2008), a lot of research was found on specific texts and 

strategies that were used by teachers in their classrooms.  However, those studies failed to show 

how the selected texts were chosen in the first place.  Prior to identifying issues within a 

student’s reading process, we must first look at the tools to which they are exposed through the 

outcome of the teacher’s selection process.  

 

Factors Teachers Consider  

In addition to a lack of studies found on the topic at hand, not a lot of information was 

found on the factors teachers consider during their decision-making process.  Due to their 

simplicity and ease, readability formulas are frequently used in the decision-making process of 

elementary teachers (Watkins & Ostensen, 2015).  This tool encourages elementary teachers to 

consider the grade-level of text they select for their classroom (Donovan & Smolkin, 2001; 

Friese et al, 2008).  In addition to the appropriate readability level, Friese et al (2008) observed 
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preservice and inservice teachers and noticed that teachers in their study also attempted to select 

texts that represented different genres, were suitable for the specific group of students in their 

class, appealed to students’ personal experiences, and opened up new imaginative worlds for 

their students.  This concept is supported by Watkins and Ostensen (2015) as they discussed 

teachers who selected text based on the appropriateness of content for all learners in their 

classroom.  In their study, they found that 88% of teachers consider the purpose of the text in 

their instruction, 86% of teachers consider the relevance of the text to their curriculum, and 84% 

of teachers consider the readability of the text at hand (Watkins & Ostensen, 2015).  

Other factors that are taken into consideration by teachers when selecting texts for their 

classroom are instructional goals and alignment to standards (Friese et al, 2008) and potential 

community reaction to content in texts (Stallworth, Gibbons, & Fauber, 2006).  Donovan and 

Smolkin (2001) analyzed teacher comments about what they deemed important for the selection 

of text.  The results of their study revealed teacher focus on the content, visual features, and 

enjoyable qualities of text.  Issues of censorship (Stallworth et al, 2006), aesthetic preferences 

(Gray, 2009), and values (Wollman-Bonilla, 1998) were also discovered as factors that teachers 

consider when selecting the texts to which their students were exposed.   

 

Influences on Teacher Selections  

Among the many influences that may affect a teacher’s decision-making process when 

selecting literature for their classroom, both internal and external influences were found.  

 

Internal Influences  

Teacher knowledge of and expertise in children’s literature was a common thread within 
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the literature (Friese et al, 2008; Jipson & Paley, 1991; Stallworth et al, 2006).  The more 

knowledge a teacher has on quality children’s literature, the more effective he or she will be in 

identifying and selecting quality text for their classroom (Block, Oakar, & Hurt, 2002).  In a 

survey study of elementary teachers, Cremin, Mottram, Bearne, and Goodwin (2008) found an 

overdependence of teachers on a relatively narrow range of well-known children’s authors and 

illustrators.  When asked to list six good children’s authors, 48% of teachers could name 

six.  When asked to list six good children’s illustrators, none of the participants could name six 

and only 62% of them could name two or one.  This data could be a result of a number of factors, 

including the Peter Effect in which teachers continue to have a lack of enthusiasm towards 

literature due to their own early experiences in reading (Applegate & Applegate, 2004).  A lack 

of enthusiasm in text selection will decrease the chances that a teacher will go beyond their 

minimum requirements and seek additional text resources beyond the requirements of their 

school or district (Zarrillo, 1989).  Another internal influence of which teachers are usually 

unaware, is their personal bias.  Personal bias can cause them to apply their own values, beliefs, 

and attitudes to the text selection process (Wollman-Bonilla, 1998).  This particular influence 

can be harmful when considering a classroom full of diverse learners with different backgrounds, 

especially if they are exposed to values, beliefs, and attitudes that do not match up with their 

teacher.   

 

External Influences  

An overwhelming amount of information was found on the external influences that either 

diminish or encourage teacher independence in their text selection process.  Among the most 

common influences were lack of control in decision-making due to administrative demands 
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(Marshall, 2001; Watkins & Ostensen, 2015), budget constraints (Watkins & Ostensen, 2015), 

limited access to resources (Friese et al, 2008; Stallworth et al, 2006), and time constraints 

(Watkins & Ostensen, 2015; Stallworth et al, 2006).  Many teachers rely on other teachers or 

education professionals as sources for recommended text, as well as resources for obtaining text 

they need for their instruction (Voelker, 2013; Watkins & Ostensen, 2015).  These teachers also 

rely on school-wide literacy programs to provide lists of texts to choose from (Thompson, 

Madhuri & Taylor, 2008), as well as recommendations within the textbooks required by their 

administration (Friese et al, 2008).  Another external influence comes from the pressures of high-

stakes testing and mandated exemplar text lists (Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Watkins & Ostensen, 

2015).  Kelly Gallagher (2009) gives an efficient overview of these complex policy and political 

issues surrounding today’s literacy instruction in his resource book for teachers.   

 

Teacher’s Choices Reading List 

Background 

The Teachers’ Choices Reading List is part of the International Literacy Association’s 

Choices project, in which teachers, reading specialists, and librarians select books to recommend 

for use in the classroom environment.  Since 1989, this national project is conducted annually in 

the form of a field test that actively works with selected books within five designated regions of 

the United States.  The books that are used in this field test derive from North American 

publishers, must be appropriate for ages 5-14, and must be new publications within the year of 

analysis (ILA, 2018).  These books are then divided into age groups as Primary (grades K-2, 

ages 5-8), Intermediate (grades 3-5, ages 8-11), and Advanced (grades 6-8, ages 11-14).  Within 

each region, teams consisting of regional coordinators, field leaders, and teacher reviewers use 



33 
 

the books in their classrooms and libraries in order to select books that meet a specific criterion 

that is set by the program (ILA, 2005).  At least six teachers, reading specialists, or librarians in 

each region must read every book selection, which averages to over 300 newly published books.  

The purpose of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List is to provide educators with an 

annotated list of books that are interesting to students and recommended for use in their 

classroom curriculum.  The appeal of this particular list for teachers is the fact that books are 

recommended by other teachers who have personally tried out the literature in their own 

classrooms, which provides a sense of extra trust that is not always provided by other book lists. 

While reviewing books, teachers are encouraged to examine their literary quality in style, 

content, structure, beauty of language, and presentation (ILA, 2005).  Reviewers are also 

encouraged to consider the goals of the project while making their recommendations.  The goals 

of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List are to:  

1. Develop an annual annotated reading list of new books that young people enjoy. 

2. Help teachers, librarians, booksellers, parents, and others find books that will 
encourage young readers to read more. 

3. Help teachers to find books that can be used across the curriculum. 

4. Guide young people to books that they might not discover or appreciate without the 
help of a teacher, librarian, parent, or other adult. 

 

Teachers’ Choices in the Classroom 

When examining the Teachers’ Choices Reading List, an educator has the opportunity to 

explore not only which books are newly available for the year or which books are being 

purchased by educators, but most importantly, they are able to see which books are being 

actively selected by teachers and readers when they are presented with choices (Small, 2017).  

Although the Teachers’ Choices Reading List is widely used to seek out new titles and purchase 
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recommended literature for classroom use, there are very few studies regarding the integration of 

this reading list in the classroom setting.  

In a 2006 study by Broemmel and Rearden, two science teachers analyzed the Teachers’ 

Choices Reading Lists from 1989-2004 in order to see if the recommended selections for science 

were worthy of science class integration.  Out of the 480 total books, Broemmel and Rearden 

(2006) identified 74 books that were specific to science instruction.  These 74 books were 

analyzed for science content, visual features, and genre, which Donovan and Smolkin (2002) 

identified as key categories for the selection of science books in the classroom.  After their 

analysis, Broemmel and Rearden (2006) found that the educators involved in the Teachers’ 

Choices project were identifying quality science-related children’s books.  They described the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List as a unique list because it identifies literature of high literary 

quality that also contains accurate and appropriate science content.  Broemmel and Rearden 

(2006) not only recommended these books for science instruction, but also across other 

disciplines.  

In addition to Broemmel and Rearden’s (2006) analysis, two sets of teachers discuss their 

use of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List as instructional tools in their classrooms.  Describing 

the Teachers’ Choices Reading List as a, “valuable resource for finding current, excellent books 

for use in the classroom,” (p. 260), Headley and Dunston (2000) used the 2000 book list as a tool 

to link quality trade books with interactive teaching strategies that encourage students to actively 

engage themselves in constructing meaning.  Within their article, Headley and Dunston (2000) 

describe many teaching strategies that can be paired with the Teachers’ Choices books to boost 

student comprehension.  Montelongo and Hernandez (2013) are another set of teachers who 

sought out the high-quality book selection of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List to help their 
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students.  In order to assist teachers of Latino English learners and encourage the awareness of 

cognates in high quality literature, Montelongo and Hernandez (2013) created the Teachers’ 

Choices Cognate Database.  “The database was created for educators who recognize the 

importance of teaching cognate-recognition strategies,” (p. 190) as well as teachers who do not 

read or write in the Spanish language and can use a list of cognates for each picture book.  

Although the studies listed above have shown us some of the benefits of integrating the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List into the classroom setting, the existing research lacks a study 

that examines this teacher-selected book list with a critical eye.  As widely-known and 

nationally-recognized as the Teachers’ Choices Reading List is, I was surprised to find that no 

researcher has looked at the diversity within it, or the possibilities of using it for CP in the 

classroom. Therefore, deciding on a research focus that could fill a gap in the existing literature 

on this topic, I knew what was needed.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I reviewed the existing literature that pertains to my study on the possible 

opportunities for critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom, as supported by the Teachers’ 

Choices Reading List.  In addition to information on the selected text, I included a theoretical 

foundation of studies that exhibited critical literacy and critical pedagogy in the classroom 

setting.  The use of children’s literature, specifically diverse literature, in the classroom was also 

discussed, as it contributes to the pedagogical aspects of my study.  Since the text to be analyzed 

for this study is teacher-selected, I included a section discussing what previous researchers found 

to be factors in teachers’ decision-making process when selecting text for their classroom.  The 
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next chapter will contain my methodology for this study, as it presents a detailed account of my 

analytical framework, data collection, and analysis process. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study is to look at teacher-selected children’s literature through a 

critical lens in order to examine the extent of how these books might support critical pedagogy in 

the elementary classroom.  While previous research provides details regarding reasons for 

selections of text by teachers, it still lacks a critical lens on this process, and I plan to extend that 

research through this study.  In order to obtain this information, I will conduct a critical content 

analysis of books from the last three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List.  Rooted in 

Paulo Freire’s (1970) theory of CP, the constructs of this particular critical content analysis will 

be derived from the tenets of critical multicultural analysis (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) and the 

components of visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 

2013).  This study is guided by the following research question: 

In what ways does the Teachers’ Choices Reading List support opportunities for critical 

pedagogy in the elementary classroom?  

Analytical Framework 

Content Analysis 

As this research tradition has been employed over the years, definitions of content 

analysis have changed over time.  Early researchers such as Berelson (1952), Carney (1972), and 

Holsti (1969) believed content analysis to be a purely quantitative technique that applied 

standardized measurements to define specific units (Cullum-Swan & Manning, 1994).  However, 

contemporary researchers, such as Weber (1990), Elo & Kyngas (2008), Zhang & Wildemuth 

(2009), Neuendorf (2002), and Grbich (2013), support the idea that a content analyst could view 
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their data from both a quantitative and qualitative point of view. As opposed to Krippendorff’s 

(2004) definition of content analysis as a “research technique for making replicable and valid 

inferences from texts to the contexts of their use” (p. 18), Elo & Kyngas (2008) took a more 

detailed approach to describe the practical guide to action that comes from using content analysis 

in analyzing written, verbal, or visual messages.  No matter which specific definition a 

researcher decides to utilize, the most significant understanding between all of them is that to use 

content analysis is to use a systematic approach to analyzing a type of text. According to Carney 

(1972), “It forces us to be very conscious about just what we are looking for, and why we are 

looking for it.  Content analysis is a way of asking a fixed set of questions unfalteringly of all of 

a predetermined body of writings, in such a way as to produce countable results” (p. 6).  

Another purpose of using content analysis is to simplify the ability to search through 

large amounts of data in a systematic way.  This systematic method can assist researchers in 

selecting desired data out of a pool of possibilities, such as trends and patterns in words used, the 

frequency of this word usage, their relationships, structures, and contexts (Grbich, 2013, p. 

190).  Some researchers, such as Zhang & Wildemuth (2009) present us with physical steps that 

they believe will provide qualitative researchers with a more rigorous and complete analysis, 

whereas other researchers present us with a more recursive model, allowing for flexibility of the 

researcher (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2017). 

In the field of children’s literature, content analysis is a vital tool that focuses on 

literature as representations of the human experience which can lead researchers to asking 

higher-level questions regarding the significance of a text (Stephens, 2015).  Galda, Ash, and 

Cullinan (2000) believe there are two strands of research in children’s literature, which are 

literary analysis, examining what authors do, and content analysis, examining what the text is 
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about (Short, 2017).  Although not all researchers agree with Galda, Ash, and Cullinan’s (2000) 

belief of two separate strands (Stephens, 2015), all content analysis researchers in the field of 

children’s literature can agree that the outcome of this type of analysis is affected by the 

transaction between the text and the reader (Rosenblatt, 1978).  

 

Critical Content Analysis 

Once researchers take a political stance, they can apply a critical stance to their content 

analysis, locating power in social practices by closely examining inequities in our society 

(Rogers, 2004; Short, 2017).  Critical content analysis (CCA) uses a critical lens to closely 

examine texts in search of underlying messages related to power.  These messages tend to focus 

on groups who are marginalized based on issues of culture, race, language, gender, and sexual 

orientation (Luke, 2012).  Issues of marginalization and oppression are the focus of Freire and 

Macedo’s (1987) concept of reading the word and the world, showing readers how to question 

the positioning of a text and reader.   Specifically, Freire’s (1970) encouragement of a critical 

lens has created three steps in which to “read the world” as we read through text:  

1. Critique/Deconstruction:  Questioning what is and who benefits. 

2. Hope/Reconstruction:  Asking what if and considering new possibilities. 

3. Action:  Taking action for social justice (Short, 2017). 

Based on these theoretical underpinnings, Johnson, Mathis, and Short (2017) developed a 

shared understanding of the CCA process for researchers in the field of children’s and adult 

literature.  Figure 3.1 shows the steps of their recursive and flexible process. 
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Figure 3.1. Critical content analysis process by Johnson, Mathis, and Short (2017). 

 
As mentioned above, the CCA protocol developed by Johnson, Mathis, and Short (2017) 

is recursive and flexible.  Therefore, I adapted this process as my methodology for this study. 

This adapted analytical framework can be found in Figure 3.2.  

Figure 3.2. Analytical framework.  
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Critical Multicultural Analysis 

In this next section of my analytical framework, I will discuss the theoretical background 

from which I selected my tenets for this study.  Founded in content analysis with an added 

critical lens, this critical content analysis will use the specific tenets from Botelho and Rudman’s 

(2009) critical multicultural analysis.  Used as the theoretical foundation for this study, CMA is 

based on the understanding that all literature acts as, “historical and cultural artifacts that reveal 

representations of power and the interplay of race, class, and gender found within their 

generative societal contexts,” (Johnson & Gasiewicz, 2017, p. 29).  Botelho and Rudman (2009) 

further discuss an importance of analyzing power relations when reading children’s literature in 

classroom settings.  CMA encourages social change as it asks readers to move beyond the 

narrative of the text, examining deeper issues such as its construction and assumptions, and the 

connection of these issues to power relations in society (Johnson & Gasiewicz, 2017).  

In order to examine these issues in my study, I first looked at eight facets of children’s 

literature that Botelho and Rudman (2009) critique through their use of CMA: production 

practices, focalization, social processes among characters, ending, illustrations or photography, 

genre, sociopolitical context, and historical context.  Based on the research focusof this study, the 

following tenets from CMA were most salient as constructs for my data collection and analysis 

of teacher-selected literature with the potential support of CP in the elementary classroom:  

focalization, social processes among characters, sociopolitical context, and ending.  

Considering that the purpose of this study is to review children’s literature from the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List, I chose an enumerative inquiry approach to my analysis.  

According to Elo and Kyngas (2008), two approaches to content analysis exist: inductive and 

deductive.  The inductive process allows for open coding, abstraction, and the creation of 
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categories, whereas the deductive method utilizes a matrix of analysis based upon a pre-existing 

theory.  The current study employs a deductive approach in which themes will be developed 

based on the selected tenets of CMA, as described by Botelho and Rudman (2009).  

 

Visual Analysis 

Within the larger theory of semiotics, visual analysis (VA) provides opportunities for 

readers to respond to visuals within a text by using alternate sign systems as a way to create 

further meaning (Albers, Vasquez, & Harste, 2011).  These alternate sign systems, most times 

joined with written text, create a personalized experience for each reader. As further described by 

Bader (1976): 

A picture book is text, illustrations, total design; an item of manufacture and a 
commercial product; a social, cultural, historical document; and, foremost, an experience 
for a child.  As an art form it hinges on the interdependence of pictures and words, on the 
simultaneous display of two facing pages, and on the drama of the turning page.” (p. 1) 
 
Considering that the purpose of this study is to examine elementary-level children’s 

literature, it is essential that the visual aspect of my selected text also be analyzed.  The majority 

of the selected text for this study includes picture books, which provides a greater opportunity for 

readers to create meaning, through both the text and the images. Similar to written texts, visual 

texts have structures that can be analyzed based not only on what is said, but also how something 

is said (Albers, Vasquez, & Harste, 2011).  Rooted in the foundational work of Kress and van 

Leeuwen (2006), I will be using the work of Painter, Martin, and Unsworth (2013) as a guide in 

my data collection and analysis process.  While addressing the tenets of CMA in my data 

collection, I will include a visual analysis of illustrations and photographs in my selected text by 

considering depictions of involvement, power, orientation and focalization (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  Representations of involvement and power 
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will be found based on the use of the characters’ positioning and perspective, while orientation 

will be revealed through the physical orientations of characters to each other.  Lastly, I will 

identify focalization by analyzing the gaze of characters towards the reader (Painter at el, 2013).  

 

Data Collection 

Using the elements of critical content analysis (Johnson et al, 2017), my data collection 

consisted of selecting children’s texts for analysis, reading my selected texts, identifying the 

theoretical tenets of my guiding theory, examining devices of focalization, power, agency, and 

closure, and conducting close reading using my theoretical tenets.  As I read through my selected 

texts, the data for this study was collected with the use of a data collection chart, created from 

Botelho and Rudman’s (2009) analysis questions in the use of CMA and additional questions for 

the visual aspects of each book (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 

2013).  In order to gauge a respective sample for elementary teachers, the selected text for this 

study included all primary (K-2) and intermediate (3-5) books from the Teachers’ Choices 

Reading Lists over the last three years.  

 

Selected Text 

Since the purpose of this study is centered on teacher-selected children’s literature, I first 

set out to explore various literature lists online that were constructed by educators and/or literacy 

professionals.  The criteria for my text selection was based on teacher selection of the text, 

multiple texts selected, texts selected for classroom use, and the use of the list by other teachers. 

Based on my criteria for text selection, I decided to use the Teachers’ Choices Reading List.  As 

part of the International Literacy Association’s Choices project, teachers, reading specialists, and 
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librarians take part in selecting recently-published books to recommend for classroom 

integration.  The participants of this project are educators and literacy professionals from all over 

the United States who actively use over 300 newly published books each year in order to provide 

a tried and true resource for other educators and literacy professionals who are seeking out new 

literature for their various learning environments.  Over 200 educators and literacy professionals 

participate in this project each year. 

While reviewing books, teachers are encouraged to examine their literary quality in style, 

content, structure, beauty of language, and presentation (ILA, 2005).  Reviewers are also 

encouraged to consider the goals of the project while making their recommendations.  The goals 

of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List are to:  

1. Develop an annual annotated reading list of new books that young people enjoy. 

2. Help teachers, librarians, booksellers, parents, and others find books that will 
encourage young readers to read more. 

3. Help teachers to find books that can be used across the curriculum. 

4. Guide young people to books that they might not discover or appreciate without the 
help of a teacher, librarian, parent, or other adult. 

Considering that the set criteria for literary quality, as well as the goals of the Teachers’ 

Choices Reading List, does not include critical aspects of literacy, the use of this particular list in 

my study was enhanced by the absence of a critical criteria for selection.  Also, due to its 

national popularity and the teacher-selected construction of this list, the Teachers’ Choices 

Reading List was the ideal literature list for the purpose of this study.  Since the purpose of this 

study was to analyze literature in the elementary grades, the advanced (6-8) portion of the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List was eliminated from the selected text for this study.  This means 

that each of the three years only contains two lists each; the primary and intermediate 

recommendations. With this study surrounding teacher selection and the teacher participants 
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changing each year, I decided it would be best to include multiple years for my data collection.  

In doing this, I was able to provide a more substantial sample, both in quantity and quality.  A 

master list in Appendix A consists of all primary (K-2) and intermediate (3-5) book selections 

from the last three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List that were included in this study.  

Most of these books were collected from multiple public libraries, as well as my own personal 

literature library.  Any books that were not found in those two locations were ordered for their 

use in this study. 

 

Guiding Questions 

Based on Botelho and Rudman’s (2009) tenets of critical multicultural analysis (CMA) 

and the purpose of this study, the following questions guided my data collection while reading 

through each selected text: 

• Focalization: Through whose point of view is this account told? What possibilities for 
selfhood or for being in the world does this perspective provide? 

• Social processes among characters: Who are the characters in the book? Who has 
names and who doesn’t? Who speaks and who acts? 

• Ending: Is the closure of the story fixed or open? 

• Sociopolitical context: What current practices connect to the text? What current 
power relations reflect the text? (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) 

Based on the work of Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) and Painter, Martin, and Unsworth 

(2013), the following components of visual analysis were also used to guide the analysis of 

visual features of my selected text: focalization, involvement, power, ambience, and pathos. The 

following questions were used in obtaining the data needed for this visual portion of my study: 

• Focalization: Is the character using an observational or contacting gaze with the 
reader? 

• Involvement: Is the character involved or detached from the reader? 
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• Power: What or who is looking down on the character? What or who is looking up at 
the character?  

• Ambience: Are the colors activated or denied? If they are activated, then are the 
colors vibrant or muted, warm or cool, familiar or removed? 

• Pathos: Are the characters alienated or engaged? If they are engaged, then are they 
displayed as appreciative, empathic, or personalizing? 

My first step in collecting data was to filter through my selected text and exclude books 

within the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List with no potential for the 

purpose of this study.  The criteria for this exclusion consisted of no storyline, no representation 

of main characters, and a lack of material for my selected tenets of CMA.  Although these 

selected texts were excluded from inclusion in my data collection through the guiding questions, 

I still noted the amount of exclusions for each year, in order to provide additional data for my 

analysis.  

The next step of my data collection process was to carefully read through each selected 

text that met the criteria for this study, based on the elimination criteria that was described in the 

previous paragraph.  After reading through each selected text, I answered each of my guiding 

questions and questions regarding visual aspects, then recorded the answers in a designated 

chart.  This data collection chart can be found in Appendix B.  Once my answers to each guiding 

question were recorded in the chart, I then re-read the selected text, in order to solidify my 

answers.  As I confirmed my answers, I kept in mind the tenets of CMA and components of VA 

from which my guiding questions were derived and added any additional information to the data 

collection chart that I felt might be necessary to further understand the relevance of each tenet 

within each selected text.  Adapted from Johnson, Mathis, and Short’s (2017) CCA process, the 

specific data collection process for this study is listed as follows: 
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Figure 3.3. Data collection process. 

 
For further understanding of this data collection process, I described a specific example 

with a book from my selected text.  Last Stop on Market Street by Matt De La Pena is a picture 

book from the 2016 Teachers’ Choices Reading List.  Since this book is written on the primary 

level, it was included in my initial text selection.  Considering that this book is also a fictional 

story with characters and a plot that will contribute to my chosen tenets of CMA and components 

of VA, this book was also included in my final text selection for this study.  After reading 

through Last Stop on Market Street, I used my guiding questions to elicit the following 

responses, as shown in Table 3.1. 

After answering my guiding questions in the data collection chart (Table 3.1), I re-read 

Last Stop on Market Street in order to solidify my answers for each question.  After re-reading 

my selected text, I added further details in my chart above, due to the fact that I noticed more 

about the language being used by the characters in the story as well as images that I did not 

notice at first. 

1. Primary (K-2) and Intermediate (3-5) level books from 2016-
2018 Teachers' Choices Reading List were selected. 

•All advanced (6-8) level books were eliminated.

2. All informational books that do not fit the criteria stated in 
description on page 52 were eliminated.

3. All remaining texts were carefully read. 

4. After each text was read, all guiding questions were 
answered in a data collection chart.

5. Each text was re-read to solidify answers to guiding 
questions, before proceeding to the next text.
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Table 3.1 

Data Collection Process Example of Last Stop on Market Street 

Analytic Memos 

I decided to remove the visual analysis component of "orientation" because it wasn't really telling me 
anything that would contribute to my study. Yes, I think it's important to notice how characters are 
relating to each other. However, I'm finding that the way they are physically oriented to each other is 
nothing out of the ordinary of how people relate to each other in everyday situations. Also, if 
anything is obviously different in the illustrations, I will be noting it in other columns such as power 
or additional information, so I firmly believe that I will not miss out on any information by removing 
the "orientation" component of my visual analysis.  
Although I felt excited about the diverse cultures represented in this story, I also felt guilty as I was 
having to classify and label them, especially with low socioeconomic status. I also felt bad pointing 
out that some of the language used in this story was grammatically incorrect, because even though it 
showed more authentic language for the culture in the story, I felt as if I was judging them by 
pointing it out.  
I love the simplicity of the illustrations because it's just enough to show differences in the characters, 
but they also look similar in their construction.  

# of Pages 32 

Additional Information 

Religion-going to help at a soup kitchen after church every week 
Visual-diverse characters in illustrations 
Language-word choice enhances description of characters 
CJ and Nana do not have faces after they arrive in poor area, until they arrive at soup kitchen 

VA: Ambience 
Activated, with vibrant, warm, and familiar colors.  
Colors are cooler in rainy scenes.  

VA; Power 

Reader looks down on the bus as the characters get on it.   
When CJ closes his eyes and listens to the music, he is lifted out of the bus and out of the city where 
he feels free.  
In the poor area, the buildings look bigger and more intimidating while the people look smaller.  
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Reader looks down on the scene in soup kitchen, but the characters all look happy.  

Power connections 

Poverty-living in poor conditions and going to a soup kitchen 
Possible generational poverty-takes the bus because of no car and Nana is taking care of him 
Main characters are dark-skinned, friend and father who have car are light-skinned 
People in soup kitchen are all races and abilities 

Closure (Fixed or open) Open 
VA: Pathos Engaging and appreciative 

Non-speaking characters 
People at church 
Most people on the bus 
People on sidewalk outside of and inside of soup kitchen 

Speaking characters 

CJ 
Nana 
Mr. Dennis 
Blind man 

Characters without names 
People at church 
People on bus 
People on sidewalk outside of and inside of soup kitchen 

Characters with names Mr. Dennis (bus driver) 

Main character(s) 
CJ 
Nana 

Possibilities for Selfhood 

Children living in a city 
Children being raised by a grandparent 
Using public transportation 
Helping others who are less fortunate 

VA: Involvement Detached for most of the story, but involved at certain important points such as the last page. 
VA; Focalization Observational gaze, but contacting gaze on the last page.  



50 
 

Focalizer (Point of view) 
Narrator 
Third person 

Book Title and 
Author/Illustrator 

Last Stop on Market Street 
Matt De La Pena 
Ill. Christian Robinson 
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Data Analysis 

For this study, I used a specific critical lens as the frame from which I developed my 

guiding questions and analyzed my selected text.  This particular critical content analysis was 

framed using selected tenets of critical multicultural analysis (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) and 

five components of visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 

2013), as displayed in my data collection.  Using the elements of critical content analysis 

(Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2017), my data analysis consisted of revisiting my theory and texts to 

develop themes from the answers within my data collection chart.  In order to develop themes 

within my data, I used frequency counts, color coding, and categorization to organize my data. 

Examples of these data analysis tools can be found in Appendix C.  

 
Figure 3.4. Data analysis process. 

 
As themes developed from my analysis of the data collection chart, they were first 

grouped together based on their assigned tenet of CMA, in order to keep alignment with the 

tenets that were used to address the purpose of this study.  After my chosen tenets of CMA and 

my selected components of visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & 

1. Used frequency counts, color coding, and categorization to 
develop themes from data.

2. Grouped findings into tenets of CMA.

3. Related findings within CMA to Freire’s concept of critical 
pedagogy, in order to answer research question.
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Unsworth, 2013) were addressed, I related those findings to Freire’s (1970) concept of CP in 

order to discuss the ways in which the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List 

provided opportunities for CP in the elementary classroom.  Freire’s (1970) concept of CP is as 

follows:  

1. Critique/Deconstruction:  Questioning what is and who benefits. 

2. Hope/Reconstruction:  Asking what if and considering new possibilities. 

3. Action:  Taking action for social justice (Short, 2017).  

 

Trustworthiness and Authenticity 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), criteria must be considered to establish the 

trustworthiness of the findings of any qualitative study.  These criteria are credibility, 

dependability, transferability, and confirmability.  To help ensure credible findings, researcher 

reflexivity is used.  This reflexivity is apparent as I read through my selected text multiple times 

and reflect on the selected tenets of CMA.  Also, the findings of this study are dependable due to 

the use of my data collection chart, a timeline of my data analysis, and the process of reading/re-

reading that I used to double check the data in my collection chart.  A specific example of this 

process is also provided to assist with dependability.  Transferability of this study is enhanced 

through purposive sampling of my selected text and providing a thick description of my findings.  

Crystallization of this study is formed through the analysis of the last three years of the Teachers’ 

Choices Reading List, providing a more comprehensive account of book selections.  Educative 

authenticity of this study is demonstrated as I help my readers appreciate the viewpoints of 

people other than themselves, and catalytic authenticity is achieved as the findings of this study 

either encourage the use of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List in the elementary classroom to 
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support critical pedagogy or call on educators to find more diverse resources for the integration 

of critical pedagogy in their classroom (Seale, 1999).  

 

Self as Researcher  

Growing up as a white, cisgendered female in a small, dominantly white town, I was 

surrounded with plenty of children’s literature that depicted my outward appearance.  My mother 

was a teacher turned stay-at-home mom who showed us the importance of reading and learning. 

Although I was, and continue to be, a struggling reader, I have always known the power of 

literature. It wasn’t until I was an adult with a class of my own that I began to notice diverse 

discrepancies in books and the negative power they can hold if not used appropriately.  Once I 

noticed the lack of diverse children’s literature in a classroom full of diverse learners, it was 

shocking to discover the minute amount of diverse resources that were available to a classroom 

teacher.  This discovery led to my questioning of the educational system and the literacy 

resources that are provided to our elementary students.  It seemed that high schools provided 

opportunities for students to question and create educational opportunities, after they had already 

lacked so many opportunities throughout their elementary and middle school careers.  I decided 

to pursue my doctoral degree in order to learn more about these critical discrepancies in literacy 

diversity.  

As a white, cisgendered female, I understand that my experiences as a human being are 

very limited in the diverse society in which we live.  However, my experiences as a teacher of an 

inner-city school district are what drive me to dig deeper into the critical aspects of children’s 

literature in the elementary classroom.  I recognize that there is still a lot I do not know about 

diverse individuals, but I am continually trying to learn more.  Due to this self-realization, I used 
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analytic memos to reflect on my process throughout this study.  These memos were contained in 

my data collection chart, so that I could consistently record my thoughts and comments on what I 

experienced during this study, such as trends I noticed in the data or ways that my decisions were 

affected by my data collection or analysis process.  After collecting the data from my text 

selection, I took time to read through these memos and reflected on the data that was collected 

for my study.  Then, I made any changes that needed to be made to my data, based on this 

reflection of my memos.  Although I attempted to be as objective as possible throughout this 

process, I was still aware of the subjective nature of this study.  The documentation of my 

awareness as a white, cisgendered female from a westernized culture provided additional 

attention to what I read and saw while considering possibilities of CP for diverse elementary 

classrooms.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented my analytical framework for the critical content analysis 

approach I used in identifying ways that teacher-selected literature supports opportunities for 

critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom.  Using the tenets of critical multicultural analysis, 

I collected and analyzed data from the past three years of elementary literature selected by the 

Teachers’ Choices Reading List.  This data analysis is extended as the themes within the tenets 

of CMA are related to Freire’s (1970) concept of critical pedagogy.  Using an example from the 

selected text, I also discussed the data collection and analysis process of this study for further 

clarification. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

This chapter presents themes and frequency data that emerged from a critical content 

analysis of the past three years of children’s literature from the Teachers’ Choices Reading List. 

The purpose of this study was to look at teacher-selected children’s literature through a critical 

lens in order to examine the extent of how these books might support critical pedagogy in the 

elementary classroom.  Using the four CMA tenets of focalization, social processes among 

characters, ending, and sociopolitical context (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) and five VA 

components of focalization, involvement, pathos, ambience, and power (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013), the analysis for this study was focused on answering 

the following research question: In what ways does the Teachers’ Choices Reading List support 

opportunities for critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom?  

Figure 4.1. Organization of findings. 

In order to address my research question, the following results are organized according to 

the four tenets of CMA that were used to collect the data for this study. Acknowledging the 

interdependence of pictures and words within well-constructed picturebooks, I examined both 

the components of text analysis and visual analysis within each tenet of CMA. In order to further 
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support my research question, an additional section describes the results of an analysis of critical 

topics within my selected text. Further clarification of this organization can be found in Figure 

4.1. 

 

Focalization 

To examine the focalization of a text, a reader must look at the ways their interaction 

with the text might be influenced by different elements within the text (Botelho, Young, & 

Nappi, 2014).  In order to take a closer look at this interaction, I analyzed the following elements 

within my selected text: 

1. Point of view  

2. Possibilities for selfhood 

3. Visual focalization 

4. Visual involvement 

5. Pathos 

6. Ambience 

 

Point of View 

Out of the 43 books that were analyzed, 30 of the books were written from a third person 

point of view.  All of these books were presented from the point of view of a narrator who was 

uninvolved in the story they told.  Although the narrator was uninvolved in each of these 30 

stories, some of the authors who wrote biographies chose to include snippets of real quotes from 

their subjects.  For example, in She Persisted: 13 Women Who Changed the World, the author 

described each woman, then provided a quote from each woman to bring them to life (Clinton, 
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2017).  Other examples can also be found in W is for Webster: Noah Webster and His American 

Dictionary (Fern, 2015), Martin’s Dream Day (Kelley, 2017), and Some Writer! The Story of 

E.B. White (Sweet, 2016).  Another finding came from a couple of authors who included 

authentic language from the culture of their character in the story.   One example can be found in 

Wangari Maathai: The Woman Who Planted Millions of Trees as the author integrates authentic 

words such as ‘ngari’ and ‘mugumo’ (Prevot, 2017). Another example comes from Marvelous 

Cornelius: Hurricane Katrina and the Spirit of New Orleans by Phil Bildner (2015) as the author 

integrates words and expressions that help the reader understand more about the personality and 

culture of the main character.  Other than biographies, these 30 books also fell within the genres 

of realistic fiction, historical fiction, modern fantasy, and nonfiction.  

Out of the 11 books that used a first-person point of view, two books utilized the 

authentic language and voice of their characters.  In The Boy Who Fell Off the Mayflower or 

John Howland’s Good Fortune, the author uses language that is appropriate to the early 1600’s, 

such as “Be of good cheer, lads!” (Lynch, 2015).  In Abraham the author chose to present their 

story in a blend of their own writing and pieces of quotes from Abraham Lincoln (Keating, 

2017).  These 11 books only fall within two genres--6 within realistic fiction and 5 biographies.  

Three books were worthy of note as they were categorized outside of the traditional first- 

and third-person point of view.  As the main character in This is a Good Story addresses the 

reader throughout the book, it is the only story in this study that is told through a second-person 

point of view (Lehrhaupt, 2017).  Although Noah Webster’s Fighting Words is told with the use 

of a narrator, the author uses the voice of Noah Webster as the editor and shows his comments 

on each page (Maurer, 2017).  The final outlier of this study is Dear Dragon by Josh Funk 

(2016).  Funk (2016) opens and concludes his story with words from the two teachers, but tells 
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the story in the middle through letters written by their two students to each other.  The author 

also chose to include quotation marks in the end of the story, but not in the beginning as the 

teachers speak.  Therefore, it is not clear whether or not the beginning and end of the story are 

told through first- or third-person point of view.  

 

Possibilities for Selfhood 

In addition to the point of view of a story, the possibilities for selfhood assist the reader in 

making a personal connection to the text.  Another way to look at possibilities for selfhood is to 

consider possibilities for being in the world that a text might show the reader.  These possibilities 

create greater focalization as they become more relatable to the reader.  Since populations of 

students vary within each elementary classroom, it is impossible to quantify the relatability of the 

texts within my study.  Therefore, I present the following four main themes that emerged while 

analyzing the possibilities for selfhood within my selected text: academic skills, social skills, 

identity/agency, and critical issues.  

 

Academic Skills 

The books that fall within this theme focus on learning, both inside and outside of the 

school setting.  In fact, a lot of books within my selected text contained scenes that took place in 

school.  For example, in Billy’s Booger: A Memoir (sorta), the main character struggles to 

succeed in any aspect of his school, then enters a writing contest as an attempt to succeed (Joyce, 

2015).  Although he does not win the contest, he does find support of his classmates and teachers 

in the school.  Other books showed evidence of learning outside of the school setting, such as in 

Frank and Lucky Get Schooled where a boy is educated about different content areas through the 
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experiences of his newly adopted dog (Perkins, 2016).  In addition to learning school subjects 

outside of the school setting, some of the books showed the characters learning trade skills, such 

as in The Night Gardener where an orphaned boy learns how to trim trees from a mysterious 

visitor (Fan Brothers, 2016).  Specifically under academics, a large amount of books discussed 

writing as a skill of their characters.  Some of these writing skills were exercised specifically for 

school purposes, such as in Stella by Starlight by Sharon M. Draper (2015) and other times were 

purely for the characters’ entertainment, such as in Tru & Nelle by G. Neri (2016).  

 

Social Skills 

Another major theme that was found through my analysis is the theme of social skills.  In 

my selected text for this study, a lot of the characters dealt with issues that required them to 

socially connect with other characters, whether in positive or negative ways.  Working together 

was a common occurrence, as in Marvelous Cornelius when the townspeople and volunteers 

from all over came to help New Orleans recover from Hurricane Katrina (Bildner, 2015).   In 

Before She Was Harriet, the main character is shown helping others in need during many points 

in her life, which was a social skill that was found within many books in this study (Cline-

Ransome, 2017).  Within this theme was also the concept of friendships, both in making friends 

and creating unlikely friendships.  One example of characters making friends can be found in 

Dear Dragon by Josh Funk (2016).  In this story, two very different characters are assigned as 

pen pals to each other and form a friendship as they get to know each other through their letters. 

An example of unlikely friendships is shown through the close bond of a soldier from Kentucky 

and a little girl in the South Pacific during World War II (Polacco, 2015).  Although they are 

from different countries and are involved in different parts of the war, they become close friends 
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and prove their friendship as they care for one another.  The last part of this theme that was 

found in my analysis is the concept of bullies.  Janine by Maryann Cocca-Leffler (2015) 

provides a good example of a bully as the reader watches the main character being constantly 

taunted for being different.  The main character in this book must figure out how to deal with her 

bully, learning that it is best to simply be yourself.  

 

Identity/Agency 

One of the largest themes that emerged from the analysis of my selected text shows 

readers different ways that characters dealt with struggle in life, usually contributing to the 

formation of their personal identity.  Responsibility was found in the selected text, especially 

with characters that were coming of age.  In Last Stop on Market Street, the main character is 

just a boy, but he joins his grandmother after church to volunteer at a soup kitchen to help those 

who are less fortunate (de la Pena, 2015).  Although the main character does not want to go in 

the beginning, he is glad in the end that he did.  Parentified children also showed up as some 

characters had to take on the role of a parent to take care of others.  This concept is represented 

well in Counting Thyme as the main character must take on more responsibility than a child 

should have since her younger brother is going through a clinical trial for cancer (Conklin, 

2016).  As the main character’s parents focus most of their attention on her younger brother, she 

must continue on with her life while transitioning to a new school and a new home.  

Many books within this study also showed character sacrificing for various reasons.  An 

example of personal sacrifice is found in The Water Princess as the main character gives up an 

education to spend every day assisting her mother in fetching water from the nearest well (Verde, 

2016).  Another type of sacrifice is one that is made by others for us. This type of sacrifice is 
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found in Rolling Thunder as the main character joins his grandfather in a ride on Memorial Day 

to the Vietnam Memorial in Washington, D.C. (Messner, 2017).  In this story, the characters 

urge the reader to remember those who have sacrificed and are still sacrificing their lives for us 

every day.  Through this analysis, the identity of several characters was also impacted by the act 

of moving.  In Maxi’s Secrets (Or, What You Can Learn from a Dog), the main character must 

move to a new town and begin his first year of middle school without knowing anyone except a 

bully he met in the woods (Plourde, 2016).  It is through these sudden changes that he learns the 

most about himself.  

Within the overall theme of identity/agency, disabilities were found to be in my selected 

text as characters either dealt with having a disability or dealt with a loved one who had a 

disability.  One example can be found in We’re All Wonders as the main character has a facial 

deformity (Palacio, 2017).  In this book, you can see how the main character uses his 

imagination to cope with his disability, and holds true to his own identity when others are cruel 

to him.  The last part of this theme is found through the idea of illness and death.  Although not 

all characters died from an illness, these two concepts are grouped together in this analysis as 

they are closely connected in most of the books with characters having similar experiences and 

feeling similar emotions.  One example of this can be found in Firefly Hollow as multiple 

characters experience the loss of a loved one and must learn how to go on living without them 

(McGhee, 2015). 

 

Critical Issues 

The largest theme that emerged within my analysis is comprised of many different 

critical issues.  Although some of these issues were shown through the telling of historical 
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stories, all of them have potential for relatability to readers in elementary classrooms, depending 

on the specific demographic of the students.  Female empowerment was one issue found in many 

books within this study, such as in She Persisted: 13 American Women Who Changed the World 

in which children are shown visiting a museum where they learn about thirteen women who 

made an impact on our history, most of whom persevered through obstacles to do so (Clinton, 

2017).  In Her Right Foot by Dave Eggers (2017), the reader is exposed to the critical issue of 

immigration as the Statue of Liberty is identified as a symbol of freedom and safe haven for all 

immigrants to the United States.  

Although patriotism may not be always be viewed as a critical issue for some people, the 

various beliefs within this issue, such as war, politics, and the military, can become a critical 

issue in the classroom.  Blue Sky White Stars uses very few words and powerful images to 

present the reader with different parts of being “American”, such as patriotic symbols, war, civil 

rights, diversity, and political accomplishments (Naberhaus, 2017).  Also within the critical issue 

of patriotism was found to be the topic of war.  In Rolling Thunder, the main character joins his 

grandfather on a ride to Washington, D.C. on Memorial Day to honor those men and women 

who have given their lives for our country, specifically at the Vietnam War Memorial (Messner, 

2017).  Other books within my analysis covered topics of war and the military through the 

inclusion of the Civil War, the Revolutionary War, World War II, and the war in Afghanistan. 

Through my analysis, I also found many books to contain the topics of civil rights and racial 

discrimination.  Although these two topics are usually interdependent, I found that the discussion 

of each topic was sufficient enough on its own for the purpose of this analysis.  The main 

character in The First Step: How One Girl Put Segregation on Trial suffers racial discrimination 

as she is told to leave a school for white children (Goodman, 2016).  Although she loses her fight 
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against the government, she paves the way for the success of Brown vs. Board of Education 

years later.  The fight for civil rights can be found in books such as The Youngest Marcher: The 

Story of Audrey Faye Henricks, a Young Rights Activist as the young main character willingly 

goes to a children’s jail in order to stand up against discrimination laws (Levinson, 2017).  

Poverty was a common topic within the theme of critical issues, as it was shown through 

the lives of characters both inside and outside of the United States.  One example of poverty in 

America comes from Last Stop on Market Street where the main character must take a bus to a 

soup kitchen where he helps feed those who are less fortunate than him (de la Pena, 2015). 

Outside of the US, the issue of poverty is discussed through books such as The Elephant Keeper: 

Caring for Orphaned Elephants in Zambia where the main character must make sacrifices to 

provide for his family after the death of his father (Ruurs, 2017).   The final critical issue found 

within my selected text was the topic of social change.  As characters faced critical issues in their 

stories, they were sometimes able to impact society by encouraging change.  A good example of 

social change can be found in Painting for Peace in Ferguson where people of different races 

came together to add beauty to damaged locations (Klein, 2015).  Through this beautification, 

they were able to spread their message of love and acceptance over hate and prejudice.  

 

Visual Focalization 

Since the reader’s interaction with the text is influenced not only by the written text that 

is presented to them, but also the visuals they see, it is important to take a look at the way the 

illustrators of these books use their skills to involve the reader in the story.  Although most of the 

books in this study included visuals, there were four chapter books that were not included in the 

visual part of my analysis.  In order to get a cohesive look at the visual focalization of my 
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selected text, I analyzed each book for its use of gaze, which pays attention to the way characters 

look in specific directions (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter et al, 2013).  

When analyzing the visual focalization of a text, there is a clear distinction between 

images where a character gazes out at the reader and those where the character gazes in another 

direction (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter et al, 2013).   In my analysis, I distinguished my 

selected text between two possible gazes:  contacting and observational. In the contacting gaze, 

the characters in the story demand the reader to participate.  In the observational gaze, the 

characters are merely offering the reader information about the story (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  Within the 39 books that contained images, 16 books 

contained purely observational gazes while no books contained purely contacting gazes.  One 

example of a purely observational gaze can be found in Firefly Hollow by Alison McGhee 

(2015).  In this book, the reader has no interaction with the characters and merely observes the 

story as it is told, as seen in Figure 4.2. 

 
Figure 4.2. Observational gaze in Firefly Hollow (McGhee, 2015, p. 143/152). 

The most common occurrence came from books that used both contacting and 

observational gazes.  I found that these 23 books used most of their contacting gazes during 

moments of most importance to the story.  For example, in Before She Was Harriet, the main 
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character has a strong contacting gaze on the very first page as she is described as an old, tired, 

worn woman (Cline-Ransome, 2017).  In Figure 4.3, it is clear that the main character is 

demanding your participation from the very first page as it shows her near the end of her life, 

looking directly at the reader. As the story proceeds, the character has an observational gaze as 

the author tells the story of her past, with no direct eye contact from the characters. 

                
Figure 4.3. Contacting gaze in Before She Was Harriet (Cline-Ransome, 2017). 

 
Visual Involvement 

The analysis of involvement requires the reader to pay close attention to the physical 

positioning of the characters.  Greater involvement is achieved as characters are presented as 

facing us, which maximizes our sense of involvement with them as part of our own world.  

Lesser involvement is shown when characters are depicted at an oblique angle and the reader 

feels detached from them (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013). 

Through my analysis, I found that 9 books portrayed characters who were detached from the 

reader and one book’s characters were involved throughout the entire story.  In Figure 4.4, one 

example of pure detachment is shown in Seven and a Half Tons of Steel, as the characters in the 
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story never face the reader “head on” and position their bodies towards other things in the 

picture, leaving the reader completely uninvolved in the story (Nolan, 2016).  

 
Figure 4.4. Detachment in Seven and a Half Tons of Steel (Nolan, 2016). 

The only example of complete involvement is in Andrew Larson’s (2016) A Squiggly 

Story in which the main characters face the reader throughout the entire story.  The only 

detachment in the story comes from the main character’s classmates, but the main character is 

still involved during that one scene.  This visual involvement can be seen in Figure 4.5.  

 
Figure 4.5. Involvement in A Squiggly Story (Larsen, 2016). 

The most common occurrence came from books that portrayed their characters using both 

involved and detached positioning.  I found that these 29 books mostly used the involved 
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position during significant parts of the story when they wanted the reader to be more involved. 

For example, the characters in Her Right Foot are detached in their positioning until the very end 

of the story when a group of very diverse individuals face the reader “head on” to draw their 

attention to the story (Eggers, 2017).  This part of the story, shown in Figure 4.6, is arguably the 

most impactful part of the story, and imparts its very purpose on the reader.  

  
Figure 4.6. Selective involvement in Her Right Foot (Eggers, 2017). 

 
Pathos 

Pathos refers to the way characters are depicted to the reader, based on the degree of 

detail and realism of the drawing (Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  In using pathos, an 

illustrator is able to present a character’s emotions or affect that contributes to the focalization of 

the story.  In my analysis, I distinguished illustrations based on the level of engagement they 

contained: appreciative, empathic, or personalizing.   Appreciative illustrations use the depiction 

style of minimalist, in which there is some emotional distance between the reader and the 

characters who are being portrayed.  Empathic illustrations use the depiction style of generic, in 

which the reader is able to recognize common humanity in their characters.  Personalizing 

illustrations use the depiction style of naturalistic, in which the reader is called on to relate and 
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respond to characters as real people (Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  Out of the 39 books 

that contained visuals in my study, 2 of them used photographs to portray their characters, so I 

excluded them from my pathos analysis.  Out of the 37 books remaining, 4 books were 

appreciative, 14 books were empathic, 10 books were personalizing, and 9 books used multiple 

depiction styles.  One example of appreciative can be found in Last Stop on Market Street by 

Matt De La Pena (2015).  In this book, the characters have dots for eyes and the objects in the 

illustrations are simple and geometric.  All of the characters in the book look similar in style with 

a small variety of expressions on their faces.  In Susan Verde’s (2016) The Water Princess, the 

reader is able to see a lot more movement and feeling of the characters with an empathic 

approach.  Although the characters still have dots for eyes, the other features of the characters are 

more detailed and fluid.  In Blue Sky White Stars, the reader is better able to view the characters 

in the story as real people (Naberhaus, 2017) because the detail and shading of the characters are 

naturalistic.  Visual examples of each engagement style can be found in Figure 4.7. 

       
Figure 4.7. Appreciative, empathic, and personalizing characters.  

Ambience 

One of the most instant bonding effects of a reader and a picture book is established 

through the illustrator’s choices in use of color (Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013).  As all 
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books in this study used activated color, I aimed my analysis at looking closer at the vibrancy, 

warmth, and familiarity of the colors.  While all of the 39 books with visuals used familiar and 

vibrant colors, they also used both warm and cool colors to portray the emotions of their story. 

For example, in Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt, the illustrator was able to use colors to 

distinguish between the seasons and the time of day (Messner, 2015).  These warm and cool 

colors were shown not only through the background setting, but also in the garden itself and the 

specific food it produced during that time of the year.  Another example can be found in The 

Fantastic Ferris Wheel: The Story of Inventor George Ferris as warm colors are used to portray 

success, excitement and happiness while cool colors are used to portray fear, sadness, and 

destruction (Kraft, 2015).  

 

Social Process among Characters 

When looking at the second tenet of CMA, social processes among characters, I analyzed 

my selected text for the types of characters that were being described, the relationships they had 

with other characters, and the dialogue that was used between the characters.  I found that the 

relationships between the main character(s) and their supporting characters could be categorized 

as either empowering or demeaning.  With the lengths of stories varying in my analysis, it was 

easier for longer stories with a greater amount of characters to host both types of relationships.  

An example of an empowering relationship might include the encouragement of one character to 

overcome an obstacle or one character simply acting kind to someone else.  An example of a 

demeaning relationship might include the enslavement of another human being or a bully being 

mean to someone who is different from them.  Out of the 43 books that were analyzed, I found 

that 25 books contained both empowering and demeaning relationships while 18 books were 
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purely empowering and no books were purely demeaning.  It is important to note that although 

18 books contained only positive relationships, that does not mean that the characters did not 

have negative experiences.  This just means that any negativity was not caused by the main 

character’s relationship with another character.  One example of a purely empowering 

relationship can be found in Marvelous Cornelius: Hurricane Katrina and the Spirit of New 

Orleans by Phil Bildner (2015).  In this story, the main character and his supporting characters 

all experience hardships.  However, the relationships between the characters remain positive and 

motivating as they work together to heal New Orleans.  One example of a book that contains 

both empowering and demeaning relationships can be found in A Fine Dessert: Four Centuries, 

Four Families, One Delicious Treat by Emily Jenkins (2015).  As this book shows a similar 

storyline of four different families from the years 1710-2010, some of the families have 

demeaning relationships through the use of slavery and unequal gender roles while others show 

empowering relationships through equal gender roles and people working together.  

While analyzing the types of main characters in my selected text, I examined them for 

gender, age, and time period.  Out of the 43 books that were analyzed, two books did not have a 

main character.  I found that 20 of my characters were male while 12 of my characters were 

female.  There were also 4 books that had both male and female main characters.  Five books 

contained main characters that were animals.  When looking at the age of my main characters, I 

found that 23 of the 43 books contained main characters that are the same age as the readers for 

which they are intended while 11 books presented a main character who is much older than the 

intended reader.  Four books contained main characters who were both similar and older than the 

intended reader while three more books contained main characters who were animals.  When 

looking at the time periods in which my main characters lived, I found that 19 books used 
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contemporary characters while 17 books used historical characters.  Four books used both 

contemporary and historical characters as their stories took place over multiple time periods and 

three books used main characters who were animals. 

In order to obtain a good understanding of the voices that are used within the social 

processes among the characters in my selected text, I took a closer look at the dialogue that was 

used in each story.  Out of the 43 books that were analyzed, I found that 11 of these books did 

not contain any dialogue.  Social processes among these characters are revealed to the reader 

through purely narrative text and visuals.  Out of the 32 books in this study that do contain 

dialogue, two books showed their dialogue only through the use of word bubbles.  In using word 

bubbles as an outlet for dialogue, these two stories were able to add character voice to their 

stories without interrupting the narrative text.  One outlier to this analysis was This is a Good 

Story, because the main character of this story has a relationship with the reader and speaks from 

a second-person point of view (Lehrhaupt, 2017).   

 

Ending 

According to Botelho, Young, and Nappi (2014), the ending of a story communicates 

worldviews to the reader.  If an ending is fixed, then it gives the reader a sense of completeness, 

solidifying the social messages that the text and visuals are trying to communicate.  If an ending 

is open, then it encourages the reader to rethink power relations, creating a space to question 

ideologies within the narrative (Botelho, Young, & Nappi, 2014).  Through the analysis of my 

selected text, I found that 27 books had endings that were open, while 15 books had endings that 

were fixed.  An outlier to these findings can be found in Cook Me a Story: A Treasury of Stories 
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and Recipes Inspired by Classic Fairy Tales as it contains a series of stories that are not related 

and do not have an overall introduction or conclusion of any kind (Kozlowski, 2016).  

One example of an open ending can be found in The Water Princess by Susan Verde 

(2016). This story ends without a conclusion as the main character is left dreaming of a day when 

her predicament will change.  This ending encourages the reader to think about the main 

character’s situation and the sociopolitical issues that surround it.  In Some Writer! The Story of 

E.B. White, the reader experiences a fixed ending as the author ends a biographical story with the 

main character’s death (Sweet, 2016).  In this case, the author has told a complete story in which 

there is nothing left to question or consider.  

Another finding occurred when relating the ending styles to the genre of each book. 

While the books with an open ending contained all of the possible genres in this study, the books 

with a fixed ending could only be classified as either realistic fiction or biography.  It was 

surprising to find that all of the 4 nonfiction books in this study had open endings, considering 

that they were presenting factual information.  However, after taking a closer look, it was clear 

that all of these nonfiction books contained critical issues that were intended to leave the reader 

thinking about the issues presented in them.  

 

Sociopolitical Context 

This tenet of CMA focuses on the idea that each text reflects ideologies of the time it was 

created, as well as the historical time period in which the setting reflects (Botelho, Young, & 

Nappi, 2014).  While analyzing the selected text for this study, I looked at the power connections 

that were reflected through both the written text and the visuals of each book.  For the purpose of 

this study, I defined power as any action that privileges some and oppresses others.  My attempt 
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was to locate power within the social practices of the characters in my selected text by 

identifying possible conditions of inequity found in the storyline and/or the visuals that were 

presented to the reader (Rogers, 2004).  Through my analysis, I found that 13 books discussed 

issues of power that were historical in nature and 19 books discussed issues of power that were 

more contemporary.  Six books discussed issues of power that were both historical and 

contemporary, as multiple time periods were presented.  Three books discussed issues of power 

in a metaphorical way through the use of fantasy elements and 2 books had no possible issues of 

power present in either their written text or visuals.  An example of historical power issues can 

be found in W is for Webster: Noah Webster and His American Dictionary as the main character 

not only participates in the Revolutionary War in order to separate from a monarchy, but he 

devotes his life’s work to creating a dictionary that is devoted to an American language that is 

separate from the British (Fern, 2015).  In Painting for Peace in Ferguson, the reader is exposed 

to more contemporary issues of power as the pictures show people of all races working together 

to send a message of inclusion, acceptance, and social change (Klein, 2015).  

 

Visual Power 

In addition to finding themes of power within the written text of my selected text, I 

utilized Kress and van Leewen’s (2006) system of power to identify issues of power within the 

visual contribution of each text.  One type of visual power was identified as characters were 

powered over by others who were displayed as larger, more powerful beings.  The smaller 

characters were displayed as weak and powerless.  This type of visual power can be found in 

Janine when a bully attempts to wield her power over a girl who is different than everyone else 

(Cocca-Leffler, 2015).  The bully is shown looking down on the main character as she yells at 
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her.  Then, the main character is shown even larger as she exerts her power by yelling back in 

her defense.  At the end of the book, the characters are displayed evenly to show equality, while 

the bully is still one step below them.  This progression of power can be found in Figure 4.8. 

    
Figure 4.8. Power progression in Janine (Cocca-Leffler, 2015). 

Equality was another type of visual power that was found in my analysis.  Similar to what 

was found in Janine (Cocca-Leffler, 2015), We’re All Wonders by R.J. Palacio (2017) also 

showed the dynamics between looking down on someone, then becoming their equal.  In this 

book, all of the other characters physically look down on the main character for his facial 

deformity.  Once the main character is able to make a friend, they are then equal in size to each 

other as they now share the power. 

Power was also when looking up or down on objects, rather than people.  For example, in 

Wangari Maathai: The Woman Who Planted Millions of Trees, the main character looks up to a 

large, powerful tree where the boys attend school (Prevot, 2017).  Since girls help their mothers 

in place of an education, this big tree symbolizes the power that comes with knowledge. This 

specific visual shows how the large tree overpowers the young students, representing the power 

of knowledge.   
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One final type of visual power appeared while looking at the characters in the 

background.  The physical positionality of the characters revealed some characters to be further 

out of sight than others.  For example, in Billy’s Booger: A Memoir (sorta), the only children 

who are minorities are placed in the shadows while the remaining white children are not (Joyce, 

2015).  This visual can be found in Figure 4.9.  It should be noted that the other minority in this 

story is a black teacher who plays the role of a positive role model.  Therefore, this positionality 

of minority children reflects the illustrator staying true to the time period of the 1960s.  

 
Figure 4.9. Positionality in Billy’s Booger: A Memoir (sorta) (Joyce, 2015). 

 
Dominant Themes 

Combining both my analysis of written text and visual analysis of power, seven dominant 

themes within the tenet of sociopolitical context emerged from my selected text: civil rights, 

racial discrimination, religion, poverty, war, slavery, and gender.  As stated previously in my 

section on focalization, the topic of civil rights and racial discrimination were found to be 

interconnected in most cases.  However, the purpose of this study calls for these two topics to be 

separated as elementary classroom discussions on civil rights and racial discrimination do not 

always include both topics together.  One example of this separation can be found in Tru & Nelle 
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as this story takes place after slavery was abolished, but before the civil rights of African 

Americans were officially given to them by the U.S. government (Neri, 2016). Although the 

topic of civil rights was not discussed in this book, the characters who were African American 

faced a lot of racial discrimination.  An example of civil rights comes from Martin’s Dream Day 

by Kitty Kelley (2017) as the author tells the story of Martin Luther King Jr.’s March on 

Washington. 

Religion appeared in many books within this study, ranging in levels of exposure.  Most 

of these books made a quick reference to either God or church, but some books showed God 

and/or church to be a big part of their character(s)’ story.  For example, in Blue Sky White Stars, 

a preacher is shown in a group of people fighting for civil rights, but nothing else about religion 

is shown or discussed (Naberhaus, 2017).  On the other end of the spectrum is The Youngest 

Marcher: The Story of Audrey Faye Hendricks, a Young Civil Rights Activist, in which the main 

character is not only shown going to church multiple times, but also decides to make her civil 

rights sacrifice based on the stories that were told and the requests of the preacher (Levinson, 

2017).   

Poverty was another dominant theme within the tenet of sociopolitical context, as 

characters were shown impoverished all over the world.  This theme is the central focus of The 

Water Princess as it shows the main character’s daily journey for water (Verde, 2016).  Not only 

must the main character spend a full day walking to the nearest well, carrying the water on her 

head, and purifying the water by boiling it, she must also sacrifice her education to assist her 

mother in this daily venture.  

Through my analysis, the topic of war was also found as a dominant theme.  Some books 

were found to discuss actual details of events and conditions during a war, but most books that 
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mentioned war provided more visuals than discussion on the topic.  For example, in Noah 

Webster’s Fighting Words, the main character fights in the Revolutionary War (Maurer, 2017). 

However, no further details are provided, other than who fought in the war.  The reader is able to 

gain a greater understanding of the topic of war while reading Tucky Jo and Little Heart as the 

author provides a deeper look at the experiences of the character as a soldier in World War II 

(Polacco, 2015).  Slavery was another theme that was found in the analysis of my selected text. 

An example of this theme can be found in Abraham by Frank Keating (2017).  In this 

biographical tale of Abraham Lincoln, the author uses snippets of real quotes from Lincoln to 

describe his details thoughts on slavery, as well as his personal fight for abolishing it.  Included 

in this theme of slavery is the subtopic of indentured servants.  I chose to include this subtopic in 

the theme of slavery due to the similarities in treatment of the characters.  This subtopic can be 

found in The Boy Who Fell Off the Mayflower or John Howland’s Good Fortune as it tells the 

story of an indentured servant who was forced to join his master on the Mayflower’s journey to 

America (Lynch, 2015).  

Within the tenet of sociopolitical context, the final theme that emerged from my analysis 

was gender.  Within this theme, I found books that discussed topics of gender roles, both 

traditional and nontraditional, and women’s suffrage.  The Fantastic Ferris Wheel: The Story of 

Inventor George Ferris takes on traditional gender roles as all of the businessmen, politicians, 

inventors, and builders are men (Kraft, 2015).  In Ruth Bader Ginsburg: The Case of R.B.G vs. 

Inequality, the main character fights against traditional gender roles in order to be given the same 

opportunities and respect as men (Winter, 2017).  An example of women’s suffrage can be found 

in Before She Was Harriet as the main character is described as a voice for women who did not 

have a voice of their own in marriages, courts, and voting booths (Cline-Ransome, 2017).  
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Critical Strength 

In addition to the four tenets of critical multicultural analysis (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) 

and five components of visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & 

Unsworth, 2013), I analyzed my selected text for overall critical strength.  In keeping with the 

purpose of my study, this part of my analysis searched for books that mentioned the following 

critical topics that may be associated with the lives of elementary students: race/ethnicity, social 

class, gender, religion, ability levels, and sexual orientation.  Out of the 43 books that were 

analyzed in this study, 22 of them were classified as critically strong, 15 of them were classified 

as critically interpretive, and 6 of them were classified as critically weak.  

 

Critically Strong 

In order for a book to be classified as critically strong, one or more of the six critical 

topics must be clearly present in the text and/or visuals.  The details in the text and/or visuals 

must be clear enough for a student to potentially identify a critical topic without assistance from 

their teacher.  One example of a critically strong book can be found in P.J. Lynch’s (2015) The 

Boy Who Fell Off the Mayflower or John Howland’s Good Fortune where the critical topics of 

race/ethnicity, social class, gender, and religion are not only discussed in the story, but also 

displayed through the illustrations.  Another example is Before She Was Harriet which also 

discusses and displays the critical topics of race/ethnicity, social class, gender, and religion 

(Cline-Ransome, 2017).  The full list of critically strong text selections can be found in Table 

4.1.  
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Table 4.1 

Critically Strong Text Selections 

Author/Illustrator Book Title Critical Topics 

Emily Jenkins 
Ill. Sophie Blackall 

A Fine Dessert: Four Centuries, 
Four Families, One Delicious 
Treat 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender  

Matt de la Pena 
Ill. Christian Robinson Last Stop on Market Street Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Religion 

P.J. Lynch 
The Boy Who Fell Off the 
Mayflower or John Howland’s 
Good Fortune 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender, Religion 

Carol Swartout Klein Painting for Peace in Ferguson Race/Ethnicity, Religion 

Phil Bildner 
Ill. John Parra 

Marvelous Cornelius: 
Hurricane Katrina and the 
Spirit of New Orleans 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class  

Sharon M. Draper Stella by Starlight Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Religion 

Patricia Polacco Tucky Jo and Little Heart Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender 

Franck Prevot 
Ill. Aurelia Fronty 

Wangari Maathai: The Woman 
Who Planted Millions of Trees 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender 

Susan Verde 
Ill. Peter H. Reynolds The Water Princess Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Gender 
Susan E. Goodman 
Ill. E.B. Lewis 

The First Step: How One Girl 
Put Segregation on Trial 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender 

Lynn Plourde Maxi’s Secrets (Or What You 
Can Learn from a Dog) Race/Ethnicity, Ability Levels 

Janet Nolan 
Ill. Thomas Gonzalez Seven and a Half Tons of Steel Race/Ethnicity, Social Class 

G. Neri Tru & Nelle Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender 

Sarvinder Naberhaus 
Ill. Kadir Nelson Blue Sky White Stars Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Gender 
Chelsea Clinton 
Ill. Alexandra Boiger 

She Persisted: 13 Women Who 
Changed the World 

Race/Ethnicity, Gender, Ability 
Levels 

Frank Keating 
Ill. Mike Wimmer Abraham Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Religion 

Margriet Ruurs 
Ill. Pedro Covo 

The Elephant Keeper: Caring 
for Orphaned Elephants in 
Zambia 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class 

Dave Eggers 
Ill. Shawn Harris Her Right Foot Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Gender 
  (table continues) 
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Author/Illustrator Book Title Critical Topics 
Kitty Kelley 
Ill. Stanley Tretick Martin’s Dream Day Race/Ethnicity, Religion 

Jonah Winter 
Ill. Stacy Innerst 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg: The Case 
of R.B.G. vs. Inequality 

Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 
Gender 

Cynthia Levinson 
Ill. Vanessa Brantley Newton 

The Youngest Marcher: The 
Story of Audrey Faye 
Hendricks, a Young Civil Rights 
Activist 

Race/Ethnicity, Gender, 
Religion 

Lesa Cline-Ransome 
Ill. James E. Ransome Before She Was Harriet Race/Ethnicity, Social Class, 

Gender, Religion 
 

Critically Interpretive 

In order for a book to be classified as critically interpretive, one or more of the six critical 

topics must be present, but they may not be clearly discussed or displayed in great detail.  The 

interpretation of these books may vary more between readers and the assistance of a teacher is 

likely required in order to understand the presence of the critical topic.  One example of a 

critically interpretive book can be found in The Night Gardener by The Fan Brothers (2016). 

Although this story is about a boy who lives in an orphanage, there is only one page in which the 

illustrations show an orphanage in the background and the issue is never mentioned in the text.  

In this story, the boy becomes an apprentice of a talented night gardener and continues refining 

this craft after the gardener has gone.  Without the assistance of a teacher, elementary students 

may not pick up on the fact that the main character is an orphan, which adds meaning to the fact 

that he is learning a valuable trade that he can use to be more successful in life.   

Another example is We’re All Wonders which tells the story of a boy who looks different 

from other kids and tries to change the way they see him (Palacio, 2017).  In this story, the text 

states that the main character doesn’t look ordinary and the illustrations show him with one eye.  

With such a broad interpretation of this character, elementary students might not realize that he 
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has a facial deformity.  The teacher might also help students interpret this book as a 

representation of all types of ability challenges and not just a physical disability.   

A final finding worthy of note is that some books were found to have potential for the 

appearance of nontraditional family units, although it was not mentioned in the text.  For 

example, in Last Stop on Market Street (de la Pena, 2015), the main character joins his 

grandmother for a day of serving others.  Since the reader does not have enough information to 

decide if the grandmother is the primary caretaker or simply the caretaker for the day, this 

situation is interpretive to the reader.  Dear Dragon and A Fine Dessert: Four Centuries, Four 

Families, One Delicious Treat are other examples of possible nontraditional family units. In 

Dear Dragon (Funk, 2016), one of the main characters only mentions his dad in his letters, 

hinting that his mother may not be in the picture.  In A Fine Dessert: Four Centuries, Four 

Families, One Delicious Treat (Jenkins, 2015), a father and son prepare a dessert for a group of 

friends who enjoyed a meal together.  The illustration of this meal shows a different dynamic of 

family, as opposed to a traditional family unit.  The full list of critically interpretive text 

selections can be found in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

Critically Interpretive Text Selections 

Author/Illustrator Book Title Critical Topics 
Maryann Cocca-Leffler Janine Race/Ethnicity, Ability Levels  

William Joyce Billy’s Booger: A Memoir 
(sorta) Race/Ethnicity 

Alison McGhee 
Ill. Christopher Denise Firefly Hollow Race/Ethnicity 

Ryan T. Higgins Mother Bruce Race/Ethnicity 
Betsy Harvey Kraft 
Ill. Steven Salerno 

The Fantastic Ferris Wheel: The 
Story of Inventor George Ferris Race/Ethnicity, Social Class 

Micha Archer Daniel Finds a Poem Race/Ethnicity 
  (table continues) 
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Author/Illustrator Book Title Critical Topics 
Josh Funk 
Ill. Rodolfo Montalvo Dear Dragon: A Pen Pal Tale Race/Ethnicity 

Lynne Rae Perkins Frank and Lucky Get Schooled Race/Ethnicity 
Terry Fan and Eric Fan The Night Gardener Social Class 

Bryan Kozlowski 
Ill. Laura Wood 

Cook Me a Story: A Treasury of 
Stories and Recipes Inspired by 
Classic Fairy Tales 

Race/Ethnicity 

Melanie Conklin Counting Thyme Ability Levels 
Andrew Larsen 
Ill. Mike Lowery A Squiggly Story Race/Ethnicity 

R.J. Palacio We’re All Wonders Race/Ethnicity, Ability Levels 
Adam Lehrhaupt 
Ill. Magali Le Huche This is a Good Story Gender 

Tom Leonard Becoming Bach Race/Ethnicity 
 

Critically Weak 

In order for a book to be classified as critically weak, there must be no mention of the six 

critical topics within the text or the visuals.  Although these critically weak texts do not contain 

the six critical topics that were used in this part of my analysis, it is important to note that most 

of them did still cover another topic that could provide for discussion on issues within the 

sociopolitical context, as seen in Table 4.3.  In Over on the Farm, the author uses the format of a 

counting book to introduce readers to a different animal for each number (Berkes, 2016).  

Although this book has educational potential in an elementary classroom, it does not discuss or 

display any of the six critical topics.  Another example can be found in Up in the Garden and 

Down in the Dirt by Kate Messner (2015).  This story is about a young girl who is taught how to 

care for a garden and appreciate the insects and critters who help keep the garden healthy.  Since 

the text and visuals are focused on the happenings of the garden, no critical topics are discussed.  
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Table 4.3 

Critically Weak Text Selections 

Author/Illustrator Book Title Other Relevant Issues 
Kate Messner 
Ill. Christopher Silas Neal 

Up in the Garden and Down in 
the Dirt 

Potential Nontraditional Family 
Unit 

Tracey Fern 
Ill. Boris Kulikov 

W is for Webster: Noah Webster 
and His American Dictionary Revolutionary War 

Tracy Nelson Maurer 
Ill. Mircea Catusanu Noah Webster’s Fighting Words Revolutionary War 

Kate Messner 
Ill. Greg Ruth Rolling Thunder Vietnam War, Memorial Day 

Marianne Berkes 
Ill. Cathy Morrison Over on the Farm None 

Melissa Sweet Some Writer! The Story of E.B. 
White None 

 

Breakdown of Critical Topics 

Within the 43 books that were analyzed, 34 (79%) of them presented issues that dealt 

with race and ethnicity.  Although race and ethnicity are two separate topics, they are paired 

together for this study as some books did not provide enough information for the reader to fully 

understand the race and ethnicity of each character.  Nineteen books (44%) presented issues that 

dealt with social class, 14 books (32%) presented issues that dealt with gender, 8 books (19%) 

presented issues that dealt with religion, and 5 books (12%) presented issues that dealt with 

ability levels.  In regard to the critical topic of ability levels, one book that discussed a character 

with a serious illness was included in the frequency count, considering that the character 

experienced issues that were similar to someone with a physical disability.  It is also important to 

note that no books presented issues dealing with sexual orientation.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the results of my critical content analysis of the past three 
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years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List.  These results were presented through the four 

tenets of critical multicultural analysis that were chosen to guide the analysis of my selected text.  

Through the tenet of focalization, I described my results in analyzing the point of view, visual 

focalization, and possibilities for selfhood within my selected text.  Through the tenet of social 

processes among characters, I described the analysis of the main characters in my selected text, 

as well as the relationships they had with other characters.  Through the tenet of ending, I 

discussed the open and fixed conclusions to my selected text.  Through the tenet of sociopolitical 

context, issues of power in the text, as well as visual power, was presented.  In addition to the 

tenets of CMA and the visual analysis, I also presented the results that were found when 

analyzing my selected text for critical strength and six critical topics. 

  



85 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This study was created around the belief that integrating diverse children’s literature into 

the elementary classroom is beneficial for all students.  As a former elementary classroom 

teacher from an inner-city school district, I wanted to look specifically at the benefits of cultural 

representation, critical conversations, and the encouragement of social change.  Since these 

benefits are rooted in Paulo Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, the purpose of this study was 

to analyze children’s literature for its potential use with critical pedagogy in the classroom 

environment.  With teachers holding the power of selecting children’s literature for their 

classrooms, teacher-selected literature was an essential part of this study, which was shown 

through the use of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List (ILA, 2018).  Using tenets from critical 

multicultural analysis (Botelho & Rudman, 2009) and components of visual analysis (Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013) as my guide, I conducted a critical 

content analysis of the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List in order to answer 

the following research question: In what ways does the Teachers’ Choices Reading List support 

opportunities for critical pedagogy in the elementary classroom?  

This chapter is organized according to the three main stages of Paulo Freire’s concept of 

critical pedagogy: critique, hope, and action (1970).  Within each of these sections, I discuss 

ways in which the selected text for my study either supports or inhibits opportunities for critical 

pedagogy in the elementary classroom.  After a discussion through the stages of critical 

pedagogy, I discuss implications for practice and future research.  

Critique 

During the first stage of Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, the reader of a text will 
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participate in a deconstruction of that text, questioning what is and who benefits (Short, 2017). 

While reading a text, the reader will closely examine issues of stereotyping and 

misrepresentation, focusing on societal and political issues.  Through this study, I found that the 

past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List heavily supported this stage of critical 

pedagogy, as it provides many opportunities for elementary students to identify critical issues 

within the text.  It was also clear that the number of critical issues among each of the three years 

was equal, which shows a consistency in educators selecting critical literature for the classroom 

without being prompted to do so by a specific criterion for text selection.   

The selected text of this study offers a diverse representation of characters, allowing for 

students to both find connections and identify disconnects between their own lives and the stories 

they read.  These connections and disconnections are crucial in the critiquing process, as students 

are able to use these experiences to question the text.  Their personal connections to characters 

invite them to identify any misrepresentations or stereotypes within the stories.  Concurrently, 

their disconnections to the text invite them to further question the disconnection itself, which 

may lead to a greater understanding of culture outside of their experience, or perhaps a 

questioning of who benefits from reading the text.  Although a lot of the issues of power within 

my selected text were found to be historical in nature, the other possibilities for selfhood and 

issues within the sociopolitical context allow for other personal connections to be made, which 

can assist the reader in further understanding the critical issue at hand.  Students may also 

connect to the authors’ use of authentic language and the visual portrayal of each character’s 

cultural attributes.  

Another opportunity for critique comes from the different genres of the stories in my 

selected text.  With most of the books identified as historical or biographical, students are able to 
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analyze the critical issues in those books with those genres in mind.  Not only can a student 

critique the portrayal of each character, but they can also critique the time period in which their 

story is told.  These books provide the opportunity for students to compare the struggles and 

triumphs of each character’s oppression and compare it to the social and political issues within 

their society today.  Modern fantasy is also a genre that was found to provide opportunities for 

critique, as most of the books in this genre are critically interpretive with the use of metaphors.  

In my selected text, I found another opportunity for critique among the relationships of 

the characters.  Students have many opportunities to look closely at how characters relate to each 

other, both in their physical positioning and the way they speak to each other.  Whether or not a 

character is experiencing an encouraging or demeaning relationship tells the reader a lot about 

the power dynamic that is at play in the story.  The way characters speak to each other, or may 

not speak at all, also shows the reader where there may be unequal power among characters. 

These critiques are crucial in the identification of oppression, which could lead to further 

portrayals of stereotypes and/or misrepresentation of characters.  With most of the books in this 

study classified as either critically strong or critically interpretive, there is a lot of material to 

work with when critiquing text. 

The visual attributes of my selected text provided another opportunity for critique as 

characters participated with the reader.  Through the use of focalization, involvement, and 

power, students are invited to be active participants in the story, paying close attention to parts of 

the story that are sending a message.  This opportunity for visual deconstruction can also be 

found in the background where students can identify characters who are not represented, 

misrepresented, or represented a lot more than others.  It is through these images that students are 
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able to question what they see and think more about the type of reader these images might 

benefit.  

Hope 

During the second stage of Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, the reader will now 

focus on reconstructing the text, asking what if and considering new possibilities for existing in 

the world (Short, 2017).  While reading a text, the reader will search for ways in which the text 

might position its characters as resistant to existing stereotypes and common representations in 

our society, creating counter-narratives for the reader to consider.  Through this study, I found 

that the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List moderately supported this stage 

of critical pedagogy, as it provides some opportunities for elementary students to identify 

counter-narratives within the text, but still also displays some traditional stereotypes.  Although 

there are opportunities for hope in the selected text, there are not as many opportunities as there 

are for students to critique.   

In the selected text of this study, hope is presented to the reader both through direct and 

indirect messages.  The direct messages of hope can be found in the visually diverse 

representation of characters and the counter-narratives that some of them provide the reader 

through their individual stories.  These messages were clear as characters displayed their own 

agency and resiliency for the reader, overcoming obstacles that present the reader with a counter-

narrative.  Although the selected text for this study severely lacked in the critical area of sexual 

orientation, it did encourage other critical areas that used to be disregarded in children’s 

literature, such a female empowerment, poverty, and social change.  The indirect messages of 

hope are more interpretive and must be looked for with a critical eye.  At times, these messages 

appeared in the background illustrations, perhaps showing a progression of change that 
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encourages continuous counter-narratives in the students.  Other times, these indirect messages 

were presented through the telling of historical stories, showing the reader the lessons that we’ve 

learned as a country, providing hope for the future to go beyond the mistakes of past inequities 

and injustices.  

In addition to books that already hold opportunities for hope, there are other opportunities 

for hope when using interpretation and assistance from a teacher.  When looking closer at some 

of the critically interpretive books in this study, students can find counter-narratives that are not 

necessarily directly addressed in the written text or visuals.  With teacher assistance, students 

might also be able to identify hope when comparing the historical stories in this study to our 

world today.  It is through reflecting on these lessons from history that students can further 

understand how to create hope for their current issues in today’s society.  Another opportunity 

for hope can be found when students look at these stories from a different point of view.  With 

teacher assistance, students are able to approach the critical issues in these stories from a 

different perspective and create their own counter-narratives.   

 

Action 

During the final stage of Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, the reader is asked to take 

action for social justice.  The goal of this stage is that students will be encouraged to physically 

act on issues they believe are socially inequitable, in order to cause social change within their 

environment.  The opportunities for critical pedagogy in this stage can be found both within the 

selected texts for this study and the encouragement of the texts to influence student action. 

Through this study, I found that the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List 

moderately supported this stage of critical pedagogy, as it provides some opportunities for 
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elementary students to identify actions for social justice within the texts, but also displays 

characters accepting their oppression without any intention to initiate change their circumstance.  

Through the stories that showed signs of action, students are able to see how characters protest, 

make sacrifices, and use their unique skills to encourage social change.  These actions were clear 

as characters experienced their own possibilities for selfhood and power issues within a 

sociopolitical context.  

Aside from the examples of social action within the literature, the selected texts also 

provided opportunities for students to think about the possibilities of social change in their own 

lives.  One way these selected texts provided for these opportunities is through the use of open 

endings. Although physical action may not have been present in a story, an open ending leaves 

the reader thinking about the situation in the story, opening up the possibility for the reader to 

take action in their own lives.  This opportunity may be clear to an elementary student, 

depending on the deep descriptions of the critical issue within the text, or the student may need 

supporting insights from their teacher, in order to begin considering possibilities for social 

action.  

 

Implications for Practice 

This study is centered around the belief that teachers hold the greatest power in the 

classroom, one that should be used to encourage the greatest possible benefits for each student. 

In order to encourage these benefits, the teacher must be mindful of the texts that are included in 

their classroom, as well as their use of these texts with their students.  Award-winning book lists 

and recommendations from national committees can be good resources to begin finding quality 

literature for classroom use.  However, these lists should be approached with caution.  One thing 
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for educators to keep in mind is that award lists tend to be selected from what publishers offer to 

committees for consideration and may exclude resources that could be useful in the classroom 

setting.  It is also important to consider that just as I found issues of social justice and equity 

within the Teachers’ Choices Reading List, literature from nationally-recognized lists is not 

always free from bias and each book should be analyzed by the teachers who are selecting them 

for their individual classrooms.  The use of these books is also worthy of note, as one cannot 

simply place diverse literature in their classroom library and expect their students to gain the 

benefits of its integration.  The benefits that come with the integration of the Teachers’ Choices 

Reading List, along with all other book lists, are only obtained with the intentional and 

purposeful use by the teacher.  These books are selected for use in the elementary curriculum, so 

teachers need to make sure they are using them effectively when designing their lessons.  

Although the placement of these books in the elementary classroom environment is a step in the 

right direction, teachers must also plan their instruction with the integration of these books in 

mind. Without the intentional inclusion and use of these books by the teacher to assist with the 

understanding of topics and themes in these books, they hold very little power in the lives of 

their students.  

While selecting quality literature for the classroom environment, teachers must also 

consider the needs of their students.  Culturally responsive teachers not only reflect on their own 

bias, but they get to know each of their students on a personal level and create opportunities for 

engagements around local and global issues as well as students’ own perceptions of them.  In 

order for students to read the word and the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987), they must be able to 

see both themselves and other populations represented in the books they read.  Once teachers 

know their students individually, they are able to provide literature that accomplishes this while 
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also keeping their interest.  This selection process can also encourage the understanding of others 

and a greater understanding of the political and social issues our students are experiencing every 

day.  With an ever-growing population of diverse learners in our society, standardized materials 

are not addressing the needs of all learners.  The integration of quality children’s literature has 

the potential to take learners beyond standardized instruction and provide support to counter the 

problem of standardized and biased materials in the elementary classroom.  

As I found in this study, the past three years of the Teachers’ Choices Reading List 

revealed most of the books examined to contain either critically strong or critically interpretive 

themes. These critically strong books are good resources to introduce critical issues to 

elementary students, as they are easier for students to identify without the direct assistance of the 

teacher. Books that are critically interpretive are better used after critical issues have been 

introduced and understood.  These books allow the opportunity for students to apply their 

existing knowledge as they think more in-depth and participate in more analytical discussions for 

greater understanding. Critically interpretive books, especially those with animals as characters, 

also provide students with meanings that are more metaphorical in nature.  As the teacher uses 

literature to discuss critical issues, it is important for the teacher to reflect on their own prior 

knowledge of the issue, as well as their personal bias.  It is also important for teachers to be 

honest with their students, in order to encourage honesty from their students and provide 

authenticity for a meaningful discussion.  Another finding of this study was the heavy emphasis 

on historical stories.  This provides a great opportunity for teachers to focus on multiple 

academic skills, such as literacy and social studies, and assist in cross-curricular connections.  

One final implication for educators in all capacities comes from the results of the analysis 

of the critical topics that were represented in my selected text.  Although most of the 43 books 
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that were analyzed discussed at least one of six critical topics and were found to be mostly 

critically strong or interpretive, there was not a single book that mentioned the critical topic of 

sexual orientation.  With my text selection representing the past three years of teacher-selected 

literature and the needs of children with LGBTQ experiences rising in elementary schools, I was 

surprised to see this result.  Although our literature selection has grown quickly, and continues to 

grow, in the area of racial diversity, we are still severely lacking in the area of sexual orientation.  

One important consideration that needs to be made is the diverse lives of our students.  Not only 

are student experiencing LGBTQ issues themselves, but they are becoming more surrounded by 

parents and friends who live a LGBTQ lifestyle.  Just like our students who are in need of more 

quality literature that represents characters who are more like them in the ways of race, ethnicity, 

gender, social class, religion, and ability levels, students who experience LGBTQ issues need to 

see the topic of sexual orientation in their literature as well.  

 

Implications for Research 

This study can serve as a foundation of future research investigating the power of 

teacher-selected literature in a diverse society.  Although this study used a list that is selected by 

teachers, the next step is to take a closer look at the books that are actually selected for individual 

classroom use.  In order to do this, researchers need to go into the classrooms of elementary 

teachers and analyze the books that are being used for critical issues.  This research needs to look 

not only at the books that are included in the classroom libraries and exposed to students 

throughout the year, but also the books that are purposely integrated into the instruction of the 

teacher, enhancing the elementary curriculum.  
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In addition to the analysis of the books that are used in the elementary classroom, an 

analysis needs to be performed on the literature selection process of the teachers.  Very little 

research was found on the actual process teachers go through to select the literature for their 

classrooms and instruction.  In order to know if teachers are using the books on recommended 

lists, such as the one used in this study, or other resources, researchers need more information 

from the teachers.  Depending on the findings of that research, further research might also be 

needed in the area of preservice teacher education, in order to better understand the knowledge 

teachers gain in the area of literature selection before entering their first classrooms.  

 

Conclusion 

The intent of this study was to take a closer look at teacher-selected literature and identify 

ways that this literature encouraged elementary students to think critically.  With the current state 

of our country in a cultural divide, it is easy to find yourself allowing that imbalance to affect 

your outlook on society as a whole. Through my analytic memos, I realized that I began this 

study unintentionally thinking negatively about the cultural progress of children’s literature. 

Although I did not know what I was going to find in my study, some part of me was not entirely 

hopeful. What I found was a plethora of opportunities for critical pedagogy within a list of books 

selected solely by educators. Although the selection process of the Teachers’ Choices Reading 

List does not include a critical component, I was pleased to find that educators are still actively 

using their critical consciousness when recommending literature for use in the elementary 

classroom.  It is my hope that all educators use these same criteria and select texts with their 

students in mind.  Once students have literature that speaks to them and speaks the truth about 
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critical issues in our society, the opportunities for critical pedagogy are endless and the hope for 

social change is possible.  

 



96 

APPENDIX A 

LIST OF FINAL TEXT SELECTION FROM THE TEACHERS’ CHOICES READING LIST
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Year on TCRL Book Title Author/Illustrator Grade Level 

2016 
A Fine Dessert: Four 
Centuries, Four Families, 
One Delicious Treat 

Emily Jenkins 
Ill. Sophie Blackall Primary 

2016 Janine Maryann Cocca-Leffler Primary 

2016 Last Stop on Market Street Matt de la Pena 
Ill. Christian Robinson Primary 

2016 
Marvelous Cornelius: 
Hurricane Katrina and the 
Spirit of New Orleans 

Phil Bildner 
Ill. John Parra Primary 

2016 Mother Bruce Ryan T. Higgins Primary 

2016 Up in the Garden and Down 
in the Dirt 

Kate Messner 
Ill. Christopher Silas Neal Primary 

2016 Billy’s Booger: A Memoir 
(Sorta) William Joyce Intermediate 

2016 
The Boy Who Fell Off the 
Mayflower, or John 
Howland’s Good Fortune 

P.J. Lynch Intermediate 

2016 
The Fantastic Ferris Wheel: 
The Story of Inventor George 
Ferris 

Betsy Harvey Kraft 
Ill. Steven Salerno Intermediate 

2016 Firefly Hollow Alison McGhee 
Ill. Christopher Denise Intermediate 

2016 Painting for Peace in 
Ferguson Carol Swartout Klein Intermediate 

2016 Stella by Starlight Sharon M. Draper Intermediate 
2016 Tucky Jo and Little Heart Patricia Polacco Intermediate 

2016 
Wangari Maathai: The 
Woman Who Planted Millions 
of Trees 

Franck Prevot 
Ill. Aurelia Fronty Intermediate 

2016 
W is for Webster: Noah 
Webster and His American 
Dictionary 

Tracey Fern 
Ill. Boris Kulikov Intermediate 

2017 Daniel Finds a Poem Micha Archer Primary 

2017 Dear Dragon: A Pen Pal Tale Josh Funk 
Ill. Rodolfo Montalvo Primary 

2017 Frank and Lucky Get 
Schooled Lynne Rae Perkins Primary 

2017 The Night Gardener Terry Fan and Eric Fan Primary 

2017 Over on the Farm Marianne Berkes 
Ill. Cathy Morrison Primary 

2017 A Squiggly Story Andrew Larsen 
Ill. Mike Lowery Primary 

2017 The Water Princess Susan Verde 
Ill. Peter H. Reynolds Primary 
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Year on TCRL Book Title Author/Illustrator Grade Level 

2017 

Cook Me a Story: A Treasury 
of Stories and Recipes 
Inspired by Classic Fairy 
Tales 

Bryan Kozlowski 
Ill. Laura Wood Intermediate 

2017 Counting Thyme Melanie Conklin Intermediate 

2017 The First Step: How One Girl 
Put Segregation on Trial 

Susan E. Goodman 
Ill. E.B. Lewis Intermediate 

2017 Maxi’s Secrets (Or What You 
Can Learn From a Dog) Lynn Plourde Intermediate 

2017 Seven and a Half Tons of 
Steel 

Janet Nolan 
Ill. Thomas Gonzalez Intermediate 

2017 Some Writer! The Story of 
E.B. White Melissa Sweet Intermediate 

2017 Tru & Nelle G. Neri Intermediate 
2018 Becoming Bach Tom Leonard Primary 

2018 Before She Was Harriet Lesa Cline-Ransome 
Ill. James E. Ransome Primary 

2018 Blue Sky White Stars Sarvinder Naberhaus 
Ill. Kadir Nelson Primary 

2018 Rolling Thunder Kate Messner 
Ill. Greg Ruth Primary 

2018 
She Persisted: 13 American 
Women Who Changed the 
World 

Chelsea Clinton 
Ill. Alexandra Boiger Primary 

2018 This Is a Good Story Adam Lehrhaupt 
Ill. Magali Le Huche Primary 

2018 We’re All Wonders R.J. Palacio Primary 

2018 Abraham Frank Keating 
Ill. Mike Wimmer Intermediate 

2018 
The Elephant Keeper: Caring 
for Orphaned Elephants in 
Zambia 

Margriet Ruurs 
Ill. Pedro Covo Intermediate 

2018 Her Right Foot Dave Eggers 
Ill. Shawn Harris Intermediate 

2018 Martin’s Dream Day Kitty Kelley 
Ill. Stanley Tretick Intermediate 

2018 Noah Webster’s Fighting 
Words 

Tracy Nelson Maurer 
Ill. Mircea Catusanu Intermediate 

2018 Ruth Bader Ginsburg: The 
Case of R.B.G. vs. Inequality 

Jonah Winter 
Ill. Stacy Innerst Intermediate 

2018 

The Youngest Marcher: The 
Story of Audrey Faye 
Hendricks, a Young Civil 
Rights Activist 

Cynthia Levinson 
Ill. Vanessa Brantley 
Newton 

Intermediate 
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Analytic Memos          

# of Pages          

Additional Information          

VA: Ambience          

VA: Power          

Power connections          

Closure 
(Fixed or open)          

VA; Pathos          
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Non-speaking characters          

Speaking characters          

Characters without 
names          

Characters with names          

Main character(s)          

Possibilities for Selfhood          

VA: Involvement          

VA: Focalization          
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Focalizer 
(Point of view)          

Book Title and 
Author/Illustrator          
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EXAMPLES OF TOOLS USED IN DATA ANALYSIS
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STRONG INTERPRETIVE WEAK 
A Fine Dessert: Four 
Centuries, Four Families, One 
Delicious Treat 
RE, C, G 
 

Janine 
RE, AL 

Up in the Garden and Down 
in the Dirt 

Last Stop on Market Street 
RE, C, R 

Billy’s Booger: A Memoir 
(Sorta) 
RE 

W is for Webster: Noah 
Webster and His American 
Dictionary 
(POWER) 

The Boy Who Fell Off the 
Mayflower or John 
Howland’s Good Fortune 
RE, C, G, R 
 

Firefly Hollow 
RE (AND POWER) 

Over on the Farm 

Painting for Peace in 
Ferguson 
RE, R 

Mother Bruce 
RE 

Some Writer! The Story of 
E.B. White 

Stella by Starlight 
RE, C, R 

The Fantastic Ferris Wheel: 
The Story of Inventor George 
Ferris 
RE, C 

Rolling Thunder 

Tucky Jo and Little Heart 
RE, C, G 

Daniel Finds a Poem 
RE 

Noah Webster’s Fighting 
Words 
(POWER) 

Marvelous Cornelius: 
Hurricane Katrina and the 
Spirit of New Orleans 
RE, C 

Dear Dragon 
RE 

 

Wangari Maathai: The 
Woman Who Planted 
Millions of Trees 
RE, C, G 

Frank and Lucky Get 
Schooled 
RE 

 

The Water Princess 
RE, C, G 

The Night Gardener 
C 

 

The First Step: How One Girl 
Put Segregation on Trial 
RE, C, G 

Cook Me a Story: A Treasury 
of Stories and Recipes 
Inspired by Classic Fairy 
Tales 
RE 

 

Maxi’s Secrets (Or What You 
Can Learn from a Dog) 
RE, AL 

Counting Thyme 
AL 

 

Seven and a Half Tons of 
Steel 
RE, C 

A Squiggly Story 
RE 
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Tru & Nelle 
RE, C, G 

We’re All Wonders 
RE, AL 

 

Blue Sky White Stars 
RE, C, G 

This is a Good Story 
G 

 

She Persisted: 13 Women 
Who Changed the World 
RE, G, AL 

Becoming Bach 
RE 

 

Abraham 
RE, C, R 

  

The Elephant Keeper: Caring 
for Orphaned Elephants in 
Zambia 
RE, C 

  

Her Right Foot 
RE, C, G 

  

Martin’s Dream Day 
RE, R 

  

Ruth Bader Ginsburg: The 
Case of R.B.G. vs. Inequality 
RE, C, G 

  

The Youngest Marcher: The 
Story of Audrey Faye 
Hendricks, a Young Civil 
Rights Activist 
RE, G, R 

  

Before She Was Harriet 
RE, C, G, R 

  

   
2016=7 2016=6 2016=2 
2017=5 2017=7 2017=2 
2018=9 2018=3 2018=2 
   
22 15 6 
   
RE=Race/Ethnicity (34/79%-13-10-11)   Green=Biography (20) 
C=Class (19/44%-8-5-6)     Blue=Realistic Fiction (10) 
G=Gender (14/32%-4-3-7)     Pink=Modern Fantasy (6) 
R=Religion (8/19%-4-0-4)     Purple=Nonfiction (4) 
AL=Ability Levels (including illness) (5/12%-1-2-2) Yellow=Historical Fiction (3) 
SO=Sexual Orientation (0) 
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Examples of Coloring and Coding from Data Collection Chart: 
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Archer, M. (2016). Daniel finds a poem. New York, NY: Nancy Paulsen Books. 

Berkes, M. (2016). Over on the farm. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.  

Bildner, P. (2015). Marvelous Cornelius: Hurricane Katrina and the spirit of New Orleans. San 
Francisco, CA: Chronicle Books LLC.  

Cline-Ransome, L. (2017). Before she was Harriet. New York, NY: Holiday House. 

Clinton, C. (2017). She persisted: 13 American women who changed the world. New York, NY: 
Philomel Books. 

Cocca-Leffler, M. (2015). Janine. Park Ridge, IL: Albert Whitman & Company. 

Conklin, M. (2016). Counting Thyme. New York, NY: G. P. Putnam’s Sons. 

de la Pena, M. (2015). Last stop on Market Street. New York, NY: G. P. Putnam’s Sons. 

Draper, S. M. (2015). Stella by starlight. New York, NY: Atheneum Books for Young Readers. 

Eggers, D. (2017). Her right foot. San Francisco, CA: Chronicle Books LLC. 

Fan, T., & Fan, E. (2016). The night gardener. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Books for 
Young Readers.  

Fern, T. (2015). W is for Webster: Noah Webster and his American dictionary. New York, NY: 
Farrar Straus Giroux Books for Young Readers. 
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Higgins, R. T. Introduction to their literature. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.   
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NY: Schwartz & Wade Books.  

Joyce, W. (2015). Billy’s booger: A memoir (sorta). New York, NY: Atheneum Books for 
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Keating, F. (2017). Abraham. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Books for Young People. 

Kelley, K. (2017). Martin’s dream day. New York, NY: Atheneum Books for Young Readers. 
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fairy tales. Lake Forest, CA: Walter Foster Jr. 
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Larsen, A. (2016). A squiggly story. Toronto: Kids Can Press Ltd. 
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Readers.  

Leonard, T. (2017). Becoming Bach. New York, NY: Roaring Brook Press. 

Levinson, C. (2017). The youngest marcher: The story of Audrey Faye Henricks, a young civil 
rights activist. New York, NY: Atheneum Books for Young Readers.  
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Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.  

Maurer, T. N. (2017). Noah Webster’s fighting words. Minneapolis, MN: Millbrook Press. 

McGhee, A. (2015). Firefly hollow. New York, NY: Atheneum Books for Young Readers.  

Messner, K. (2015). Up in the garden and down in the dirt. San Francisco, CA: Chronicle Books 
LLC. 

Messner, K. (2017). Rolling thunder. New York, NY: Scholastic Press. 

Naberhaus, S. (2017). Blue sky white stars. New York, NY: Dial Books for Young Readers. 

Neri, G. (2016). Tru & Nelle. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Co. 

Nolan, J. (2016). Seven and a half tons of steel. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishers.  

Palacio, R. J. (2017). We’re all wonders. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf. 

Perkins, L. R. (2016). Frank and Lucky get schooled. New York, NY: HarperCollins Children’s 
Books.  

Plourde, L. (2016). Maxi’s secrets: Or what you can learn from a dog. New York, NY: Nancy 
Paulsen Books. 

Polacco, P. (2015). Tucky Jo and Little Heart. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Books for 
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Prevot, F. (2017). Wangari Maathai: The woman who planted millions of trees. Watertown, MA: 
Charlesbridge.  
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Ruurs, M. (2017). The elephant keeper: Caring for orphaned elephants in Zambia. Toronto: 
Kids Can Press Ltd.  

Sweet, M. (2016). Some writer! The story of E. B. White. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt Publishing Company. 

Temple, C., Martinez, M., & Yokota, J. (2015). Children’s books in children’s hands: A brief   

Verde, S. (2016). The water princess. New York, NY: G. P. Putnam’s Sons. 

Winter, J. (2017). Ruth Bader Ginsburg: The case of R.B.G. vs. inequality. New York, NY: 
Abrams Books for Young Readers.  
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