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Abstract 

For as long as there have been young readers, children’s literature has served educational 

purposes, intentional and otherwise, inside and outside of the classroom. Children’s literature is 

an important learning resource for youth in many contexts, including libraries, schools, and 

homes. At a time when worsening disparities are intensifying social justice issues at levels from 

the interpersonal to the international, it is no surprise that related subjects are being included in 

children’s literature, too. But how and to what end are social justice matters being addressed in 

children’s literary titles? This research uses Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of text and image 

to investigate how the North American publishing industry is engaging with social justice issues 

in children’s literature publications in an intersectional way, examining eight selected picture 

books and their respective marketing strategies. The study provides a foundational analysis that 

supports introducing critical social justice literacies to young children. Through an assessment of 

factors influencing publishers and consumers of children’s picture books, and the emergence of 

titles that address the social justice issues that children must begin to navigate, even when they 

are very young, this project addresses multiple concerns. Of interest to publishers, authors and 

illustrators of children’s books, scholars working within the fields English Literature, Creative 

Writing, Women’s and Gender Studies, Education, and Marketing, and to the parents, teachers 

and librarians who work diligently to place progressive picture books into the hands of children, 

this research examines the treatment of social issues emerging from the many communities that 

constitute the North American picture book learning public. 
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Chapter 1 – “Think of the children:” The Concept of Childhood and the Commodification 

of Children’s Literature 

 

1.1 Self-positioning Statement 

My position in relation to this interdisciplinary project arises, first and foremost, from my 

status as a woman of colour and an immigrant. I did not have to come to terms with those labels 

until I moved to Canada. In Brazil I was at home, too light-skinned to be considered anything but 

white, and only vaguely aware of my position in the world as a woman, thanks to my cisgender 

and middle-class privileges. I moved to Canada in search of a better life and, in the process of 

that geopolitical shift, became more aware of myself, my privileges, and the power structures 

that hold me down. Women’s and Gender Studies courses helped me expand that growing 

awareness beyond myself and I became eager to understand and help dismantle the systems of 

oppression that minoritized people like me, and also unlike me, face every day. I see my move 

here as part of an awakening process to my place in the world and my duties as a global citizen, 

who has always considered themself fair and just, but seldom did much about it. As will be 

elaborated in my Methodology section, all of these shifting contexts have made me sensitive to 

the conditions of knowledge production, supporting my commitments to what Harding (1992) 

calls “strong objectivity,” based in rich contextualization of knowledge claims. Taking a step 

back, even before my move to Canada and my education in Women’s and Gender Studies, my 

learning about the importance of Children’s Literature started in Brazil, where I had finished my 

undergraduate degree in English Literature and began working as copy editor for a publishing 

group in my home city.  

Working in a major publishing company with varied imprints allowed me to get my 

hands on many different genres and styles of literature, from textbooks to young adult novels to 

children’s books. What caught my attention during that time was that none of the other copy 

editors were interested in working with children’s literature, the main reasons being the status of 

children’s literature, so often disregarded by literature critics, and the scrutiny of our work by the 

Children’s Literature imprint editor, who was fierce about the quality of work. So, I became the 

copy editor responsible for the children’s literature titles, from board and picture books to early 

teen novels. At first, I did not understand the editor’s deep scrutiny of word choice related to 
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these books, when their texts were so short. But after a while I began to see that the fewer the 

words, the more important those words become, and that children don’t need text to be “dumbed 

down” for them, even as children’s literature helps build their perspectives of themselves, others, 

and the future.  

My job in publishing opened my eyes to the potentials of children’s literature, and my 

experience as part of a minoritized group made me see what is so often missing in its production 

and critical reception. So, I began questioning the production of children’s literature, in my own 

country and in more globalized contexts. Why are books that accurately present the world to 

children so seldom created, en masse? Why are we choosing the words children read so 

carefully, while “dumbing down” the subjects addressed, keeping the stories shallow and 

hegemonic? Why are stories for children rarely presented from an intersectional point of view? 

And most importantly, why are publishers so often choosing to keep the reality of minoritized 

children away from mainstream children’s literature and, therefore, away from children 

themselves? This line of inquiry led to the confluence of my passions around the forces 

conditioning the potentials for addressing social justice themes in children’s literature and to 

starting this interdisciplinary research. Working as a Research Assistant with Dr. Brenna, a 

Curriculum Studies professor in the College of Education, on her projects in Critical Literacy 

helped me see that such efforts are not completely absent from children’s literary studies, but 

also that educators are eager for more resources. Increasingly diverse children’s literature 

creators are ready to invite children into the circle of the many unheard stories left to tell.  

As a last note on myself and my work, I will add, simply, that in 2021 I became an aunt. 

Miguel is the first child really present in my life since the arrival of my little brother, who is now 

18. Having Miguel come into my life as I have completed this research has only made me work 

harder, for all the possible futures I want him to find and unlock for himself and his communities 

in the well-curated children’s literature that his entire extended family will place before him. As 

a second-generation Brazilian immigrant, and a mixed-race child, I hope he has every 

opportunity to flourish in caring communities of children who are better equipped to grow into 

adults guiding the just society that everyone deserves. The pressure is on. 
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1.2 Introduction: The Concept of Childhood and The Power of Children’s Literature 

For as long as there have been young readers, children’s literature has served educational 

purposes, intentional and otherwise, inside and outside of the classroom. Children’s literature is 

an important learning resource for youth in many contexts, including libraries, schools, and 

homes. At a time when worsening disparities are intensifying social justice issues at levels from 

the interpersonal to the international, it is no surprise that related subjects are being included in 

children’s literature, too. But the question of how and to what end social justice matters are being 

addressed in children’s literary titles is yet to be answered. But before diving into that and 

dissecting the materials available for children in North America nowadays, one must investigate 

the concept of childhood and the power of children’s literature to gauge its struggles in 

succeeding in its social justice efforts. 

1.2.1 Conceptualizations of Childhood 

Childhood, “unlike infancy, is not a biological category;” childhood as we know it today 

is a social construct (Postman, 1982, p. 11). This idea of childhood defines young people as 

innocent and in need of protection by an adult counterpart, even though “it is quite possible for a 

culture to exist without a social idea of children” (Postman, 1982, p. 11). However, although the 

concept of childhood is quite new, “not much more than one hundred and fifty years old” 

(Postman, 1982, p. 11), it has grown as familiar as “the idea that children were inherently 

wicked,” which “was [once] widespread” (Tschacksch, 2019, p. 164), as they were considered 

burdened with original sin. The concept of childhood only started changing into what we know 

today in 1700s, when philosophers like John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau challenged the 

idea that children were wicked. Locke was the first one to argue against it, defending children as 

a blank slate. Years later, Rousseau argued in his work Émile that children “were sexually 

innocent and unspoilt by the corrupting forces of civilization and had to be kept ignorant of the 

dangers of sex until puberty” (Tschacksch, 2019, p. 164). The concept of childhood continued 

changing through time, but this “ideal of a sexually innocent childhood is key to contemporary 

constructions of childhood” (Tschacksch, 2019, p. 164). These evolving critical perspectives 

show that childhood is socially constructed, with discursive and material conditions that vary 

according to situational context; it is, therefore, controlled and dictated by those considered 

experienced and knowledgeable: the adults.  
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According to Postman (1982), early constructions of childhood arose mainly due to an 

increase in literacy pursuant to the emergence of the printing press. Since “reading makes it 

possible to enter a non-observed and abstract world of knowledge,” and creates a “split between 

those who cannot read and those who can,” learning to read became central to public functioning 

(Postman, 1982, p. 23). Thus “to be an adult implies having access to cultural secrets codified in 

unnatural symbols” (Postman, 1982, p. 23). Imagine what happened in the fifteenth century 

when the printing press with movable type was invented and books became considerably more 

accessible. Prior to these events, “infancy ended at seven and adulthood began at once, there was 

no intervening stage” (Postman, 1982, p. 27). With Gutenberg’s invention, children now had to 

spend years learning to earn the status of an adult, and as “childhood itself became a social and 

intellectual category, stages of childhood became visible” (Postman, 1982, p. 47). With “special 

printed materials geared to distinct stages of learning, separate ‘peer groups’ ultimately emerged, 

[and] a distinctive ‘youth culture’ came into being” (Elizabeth Eisenstein as quoted in Postman, 

1982, p. 47). These cultural changes, caused by an increase in literacy and in the popularity of 

books, due to the rise in mass production and increased access to affordable books, affected the 

creation of contemporary ideas of childhood, directly. However, when looking at the publishing 

side of history, most scholars argue that children’s literacy was strictly functional and focused on 

the academic side of literature up until the late 17th century, as were the books published for 

them. Thus, children’s books as we know them today, as a source of amusement and general 

education, were yet to be created. The various narratives attributed to the history of children’s 

literature as foundational to where it is today, will be further explored in this chapter.  

 

1.2.2 Children’s Literature as a Teaching Tool   

Children’s literature “has always responded to and served education” (Fraustino, 2003, p. 

131), because books are one of the main resources where children learn the dos and don’ts of life 

in society and how “to interpret the events in our lives and to form our ideas about others and 

ourselves” (Hade et. al, 2003, p. 139). Therefore, what goes into children’s books is of extreme 

importance as it shapes, with the help of family, teachers, and peer interactions, the adults these 

readers will become. However, what sometimes slips past critical attention is that the messages 

and social teachings that go into children’s literature are carefully thought through and 

articulated by adults, who may choose to maneuver the text to fulfill whatever interests they may 
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have, whether political or economic, in ways that are quite divorced from the (most promising) 

potentials and interests of children themselves. The ever-renewed iterations of fairy tales are an 

example of these oft-competing ideologies in children’s literature, whereby “on one hand, the 

fairy tale reflects the purity of the child and of the culture [and] on the other hand, it reflects the 

views of the writers and editors who [adapt] it to present day” (Martin, 2006, p.30). The power 

and therefore responsibility of what is taught to children through literature is, perhaps to a 

substantive extent, in the hands of authors, publishers, and every adult involved in the processes 

of creating books. It is also in the hands of parents, librarians, teachers, and anyone responsible 

for putting said books into the hands of particular children, who may already be facing access 

issues, including to critical social literacies. 

As McCabe et al. (2011) have argued, “children’s books provide messages about right 

and wrong, the beautiful and the hideous, what is attainable and what is out of bounds—in sum, a 

society’s ideals and directions” (p. 199). They go on to suggest that “along with parents, 

teachers, and peers, books contribute to how children understand what is expected of women and 

men and shape how they think of their place in the social structure” (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 

199). However, books tailored for children only came to be in 1744, with the publication of Jack 

the Giant Killer (Postman, 1982, p. 47). By 1780 “many professional authors had turned their 

attention to the production of juvenile literature,” and by the end of the that century, a lot had 

changed, with the emergence of “a theology of the book, a new and growing commercial system 

based on print, and a new concept of the family organized around schooling” (Postman, 1982, p. 

51). As outlined by Postman, changes precipitated by the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press 

were responsible for the creation, not only of the idea of childhood as we know it today, but also 

of other concepts taken as “norm” nowadays such as citizenship and nuclear family structures. 

These major changes in the social structures of western society and its prevailing familial 

constellation are an example of the power of literature to both reflect and cause change and, most 

relevant for this research, the power invested in literature created for children.  

 

1.2.3 Critical Literacies as Change Makers 

Critical social literacy is a term derived from the concept of critical pedagogy. First 

coined by Freire in 1970, critical pedagogy is a theory in the field of Education that advocates 

the “technical skill of reading not as end itself, but as a way of viewing and interacting with the 
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word and the world” (Hazzard, 2021, p. 2). From this concept, critical social literacies are 

developed as “words that question a world not yet finished or humane” (Hazzard, 2021, p. 2). 

Therefore, critical literacies, rely on “our everyday relations with ourselves and with others” 

(Hazzard, 2021, p. 2), and understand literature as “a site of contestation” (p. 3) which aims to 

“stimulate reflection and action upon reality” (p. 8). The concept of critical literacies is a key 

idea for the argument that children have power and agency to act on social justice matters if 

provided with enabling literature, and will be further developed in Chapter 2, where I expand on 

the theoretical framework. 

Children’s literature is created by adults with “unprecedented control over the symbolic 

environment of the young.” They are “able and required to set forth the conditions by which a 

child [is] to become an adult.” Adults wield this power in the production of children’s literature, 

even though they are not always “aware of what they were doing or why they were doing it” 

(Postman, 1982, p. 49), for good or ill. According to Galda (1998), some of these adults “don’t 

want children to be empowered enough to think, to challenge the status quo, [because] when 

children are exposed to ideas and experiences beyond those controlled by their communities, 

they become dangerously individual. They presume to think for themselves” (p. 4). This ageist 

power structure is inherent in children’s literature, as children are not usually the ones creating it; 

therefore, critical attention to what ideologies are encoded in children’s books is of extreme 

importance, so that children’s literature can support critical thinking and child agency instead of 

further limiting it. 

 

1.2.4 Contemporary Publishing and Market Concerns 

In my experience, the contemporary publishing process for children’s literature is first 

and foremost about cohesion: cohesion between text and image, plot and editorial preferences, 

book, and marketing possibilities. The work of a children’s editor often involves coordinating 

with the author, illustrator, designers, and marketing team, all keeping abreast of trends in the 

industry, while navigating the particular audiences they attract (Elleman, 1998). Of course, adult 

books also need the assistance of a complete publishing team, but the children’s literature market 

offers publishers an array of possibilities in relation to expansion of the initial literary product to 

merchandise and other lucrative alternatives, such as toys and films (Hade et. al, 2003). As 

described by Jean-René Fourtou, then CEO of the mass media conglomerate Vivendi SE: “When 
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I see a great book, I think movie rights, interactive games, and so on” (Hade et. al, 2003, p. 137). 

The publishing industry does not necessarily privilege the opportunity to “bring compelling 

stories to children,” but rather the incentivized opportunity to make “great corporate sales and 

profit,” so, what once was considered a “cultural and intellectual pursuit,” now, under neoliberal 

capitalism, becomes an “act of consumption” (Hade et. al, 2003, p. 140). This rather reductive 

approach to children’s literature instrumentalizes child readers in ways that must be better 

understood if opportunities for children’s own engagements with the literatures available to them 

are to take center stage.  

An example of child agency in the publishing industry is Barefoot Gen, a Japanese 

manga series by Keiji Nakazawa, “a slightly fictionalized account of Nakazawa's life in wartime 

Hiroshima before, during, and after the bomb” (Gleason, as cited in Nakazawa, 2001, p. 124). As 

Barefoot Gen gained popularity in Japan “as a unique resource for educating young people about 

the horrors of nuclear war,” a group of children created the Project Gen to increase the reach of 

the manga series. The Project Gen was formed in 1976 “by a group of young Japanese and non-

Japanese living in Tokyo who shared a desire to spread the message of Barefoot Gen by 

translating the work of Keiji Nakazawa into other languages.” The children involved in Project 

Gen “considered Nakazawa's message to be one of human triumph in the face of war's terrible 

consequences and to be a warning against the threat of nuclear destruction” (Gleason, as cited in 

Nakazawa, 2001, p. 124). Project Gen is an exceptional example of child agency in children’s 

literature, but even if a rare example, Project Gen is still the proof that children can and will act 

in social justice matters if provided with critical literary sources, regardless of corporations’ 

profit interests. 

By emphasizing books that will generate profit and choosing “branding and corporate 

interests of the media giants” over “books that contain ideas that are worth broad dissemination” 

(Hade et. al, 2003, p. 136), publishers can end up misappropriating important aspects of human 

social development, which could be of great current and future value to supporting the capacities 

of children to understand their places and potentials in the world, including through thoughtful 

exposure to diversity and inclusion. Negotiating market strategies as a primary way of evaluating 

what will be published for children can end up leaving publishers stuck in the old majoritarian 

hegemonies and the binarized gender roles that undergird them.  
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According to Tschacksch (2019) “innocence is a powerful concept used for social 

policing.” The commonly used argument of “‘think of the children’ […] is still a potent 

catchphrase that disempowers those categorized as innocents just as much as those who allegedly 

corrupt them” (p.181). But children are thinking beings and the power to mold the kind of adults 

they will become is undeniably, at least in part, in the hands of the adults creating, marketing, 

and buying literature for them. However, the best interests of the children can be sacrificed to the 

interests of corporations advancing “homogenized, synergized, commercialized texts” to the 

detriment of “experiences that nurture their intellect and spirit, and that expose them to a range 

of ideas and authors” (Hade et. al, 2003, p. 143). Therefore, adults in the publishing and 

marketing businesses hold considerable power to control how those who are living the 

experience of childhood will acquire the knowledge to become social actors with citizenship 

privileges. Even though other adults, such as parents, teachers, and librarians, also have a say in 

the books children have contact with, the market controls most of what is available for them, pre-

selecting the topics that are deemed worthy of publications for children. 

Children should be able to experience books without being subjected to the homogenized 

discourses that dominate the children's book business, and to be exposed to “a range of ideas and 

authors” (Hade et. al, 2003, p. 143). As argued by Galda (1998), “we have so little time to waste 

that we must choose only the best, because children deserve it” (p. 9). Instead, many of the books 

to which children are exposed still emerge in processes driven by the financial goals of the 

market, which may limit contact with so much of what the world has to offer. One example of 

how this diversity prophylactic effect arises occurs when children are provided with books 

written only in their own country, or when local authors are subsumed under the transnational 

marketing schemes of dominant publishers. The avoidance and absence of translated works in 

the American publishing industry is explained in terms of “high cost and little profit as well as an 

abundance of material from American authors” (Biamonte, 2002, p. 36). However, unlike books 

for adults, children’s books “do find success in translation” as they usually contain “universal 

elements that are not limited to culture in order to have meaning” (Biamonte, 2002, p. 31). In 

addition, translated children’s books can “provide new settings in which a child's imagination 

can take off” and, most importantly, offer “tools for helping children understand” the multiplicity 

of cultures and peoples (Biamonte, 2002, p. 26), just one possible value that may be subverted by 

emphasis on the bottom line. 
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Speaking from my own experience working as an editor of children’s literature in Brazil, 

the industry is not only about giant corporate interests. The study of children’s literature can help 

advance its potentials for supporting reader’s understandings of intersectional social justice. The 

corporations and stakeholders involved in marketing to the public audience for children’s 

literature may be focused on the financial aspect of the business, but there are editors sorting 

through slush piles of submissions in search of great plots and compelling characters that could 

resonate with children and adults of many cultural backgrounds, regardless of where the book 

originates from. There are also aspiring authors who “spend years of rejection-riddled 

apprenticeship learning to write publishable books” (Fraustino, 2003, p. 130). These are the 

people who can engage critically with the powers they wield, to instill knowledge, shape minds 

and inspire creativity.  

 

1.2.5 Research Questions 

Considering the influences shaping contemporary children’s literature in North America, 

there are many possible questions that could be asked and explored in terms of new research. 

The question that has inspired, guided, and supported the study to follow is: “How are social 

justice issues being addressed by the creators of children’s literature in North America in the 

early twenty-first century (2016-2021)?” In an attempt to answer that question, this research will 

focus on the following:  

1) How are social justice issues being addressed in eight selected North American picture 

books and their respective social media marketing materials? 

2) What vocabulary is used to inform diversity-related marketing strategies? and  

3) How is the children’s literature industry engaging with social justice efforts in an 

intersectional way through the selected materials, if at all? 

 

1.3 Literature Review: The History and Commodification of Children’s Literature 

1.3.1 Early Children’s Literature 

There are multiple narratives that account for the birth of children’s literature circulating 

amongst literary theorists. Most of them agree that the beginning of children’s literature can be 

traced back to the eighteenth century, when there was a focus on the productive tensions between 

instruction and entertainment, “a battle eventually won by entertainment” (Rudd, 2005, p. 15). 
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According to Nicholson (2016), the final “shift from didacticism to entertainment” was made 

clear in the manifesto that introduces The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum, in which he explains 

that “nowadays writing for children is for entertaining children and making them happy, not for 

teaching lessons” (p. 3). However, Rudd (2005) points out that these “‘grand narratives’ about 

the field’s development are only that;” through these narratives, children’s literary critics manage 

to create a progress narrative for the genre “from darkness to light” (p. 15). But, as intimated, the 

narratives informing the emergence of children’s literatures are multiple. Some even question the 

western concept of childhood and children’s literature. For example, “Gillian Adams (1986), 

takes children’s literature texts back some 4,000 years, to Sumer” (Rudd, 2005, p. 16). 

According to Sarland (2005), even using the term “children’s literature” brings “a whole set of 

value judgements which have been variously espoused, attacked, defended and counterattacked 

over the years” (p. 30). For the purposes of this thesis, I will leave aside the multiple origin 

narratives and epistemological questions informing the term “children’s literature.” Rather, I will 

focus on how children’s literature has been informed and infused by competing ideologies about 

children’s agency, their literacies, and resulting repercussions in the production of children’s 

literature in the North American context. 

 

1.3.2 Contemporary Ideologies 

Zipes (2009) sees the child’s literary agency as tied to their socioeconomic positioning, 

arguing that “children are not passive victims, but they are also not free creative individuals,” as 

they learn the workings of the world and the societies into which they are born through “object 

relations that determine their cognitive interests.” From that, with the aid of adults, they learn 

how to read “cultural codes and symbols” in order to find their “roles and functions within the 

socioeconomic order” (p. 5). Using the concepts of Vološinov, who argues that “the domain of 

ideology coincides with the domain of signs” (as quoted in Sarland, 2005, p.31), and of Marx, 

who argues that “considerations of ideology can be divorced neither from considerations of the 

economic base nor from considerations of power (that is, of politics)” (as cited in Sarland, 2005, 

p. 31), Sarland (2005) argues that all text is ideological since “all writing either assumes values, 

even when not overtly espousing them, or is produced and also read within a social and cultural 

framework which is itself inevitably suffused with values – that is to say, suffused with 

ideology” (p. 31). Some of the ideologies conveyed in literature are directly related to specific 
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topics from the “adult society,” such as “class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity” etc., while others 

address more general cultural debates (Sarland, 2005, p.31). Either way, no text is free from 

ideology. 

Children’s literature is not removed from such contested contexts, since all books “and 

the social practices that surround them” prescribe ideologies (Sarland, 2005, p.31). According to 

Galda (1998), reading is a “transactional, temporal, social and cultural” project in which readers 

create “meaning under the guidance of the words on the page,” what she calls a “creative 

transactional process” (p. 2). She argues that reading literature has an inherent power that comes 

“from both book and reader” and “enables readers to transform words-on-a-page into emotional 

experiences” (p. 1). More particularly in relation to children’s literature, Botelho & Rudman 

(2009) argue that it is possible to challenge and question all texts, as “we can argue with the 

author, question assumptions, unmask ideologies, and examine how the author uses language” 

(p. xiv). As “the form and meanings of reality are constructed in language” (Stephen as cited in 

Botelho & Rudman, 2009), language – written or visual – plays an important part in the 

construction of ourselves, “as people, as cultures, and as a society,” circulating the “dominant 

ideologies of gender, race, and class” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 2). Contrary to the 

assumptions of many adults, children do care about subjects such as “prejudice, justice, and 

courage” (Galda, 1998, p. 1) and it is in “all children’s individual and collective interests to 

know that texts are questionable” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 12). Therefore, it is our duty to 

provide them tools to act in benefit of social justice and nurture interests and systemic critiques.  

It is important, however, to keep in mind that children’s literature is not an isolated force, 

it is a “commodity in a global market, controlled by a relatively small number of international 

publishers” (Sarland, 2005, p.31) and inserted in a series of interwoven socioeconomic systems. 

Zipes (2005) also argues that “the basis of our socioeconomic order” relies on the hegemonic 

power relations that “reward those young individuals who master linguistic and scientific skills 

and foster the interests of a global capitalist system” (p. 5). He states that “at the same time the 

child reads and views signs, he or she is being configured by the material conditions of a 

particular social class, ethnic group, region, and genetic background within a particular field of 

children’s literature production” (p. 6). In sum, these literary theorists are arguing that children’s 

literature, as much as any other text, is never free from ideology, overt or not. They also claim 

that children’s literature and the literacies it creates and relies on not only work to enculturate 
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children into their societies, but also into the prevailing capitalist system, teaching them both 

who they are within that system and how or what to consume. 

Elisabeth Young-Bruehl (as cited in Nicholson, 2016) argues that “capitalism is 

inherently hostile towards children” (p. 1), and Nicholson (2016) expands the argument to 

explain the presence of so many animals in children’s books. These images are “not merely a 

matter of fantasy but a reminder that children are thought of as in a category not so different 

from animals.” Just like “household pets,” privileged children at least are meant “to play, not to 

work” (p. 4). As a consequence, children “are to be [seen as] consumers, not producers” 

(Nicholson, 2016, p. 4). The enculturation of children into the capitalist system is, therefore, no 

accident. To this day there is still a lack of children’s books, “fictional or nonfictional, that 

question the economic and social structure of our society and the values of capitalism” (Hubler, 

2016, p. 5). However, Botelho & Rudman (2009) argue that “children can analyze the positions 

of power” present in picture books and even “ascertain if the illustrations affirm or contradict the 

message in the text,” (p. 11). Thus, if they are provided with good books, great discussions can 

come from such analysis. This power to create change that children possess is described by 

Nicholson (2016) as a “striking” and “revolutionary” (p. 18) notion that attributes the possibility 

of “progress, if not revolution” to the “spirit of rebellion in children.” That potential may be 

limited or destroyed by parents and other adults through the law of capital: submission 

(Nicholson, 2016, p.19). Of course, the “social location, age, historical knowledge, and prior 

experience with cultural themes and genre of the text shape how the children make sense of the 

story” they are reading, but that is no impediment to questioning and learning about the 

“realities” and “worlds” portrayed in literature, be those similar to or different from what the 

child reader has experienced (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p.11). These ideas will be further 

developed in the next chapter, which engages my use of the concept of critical literacy. Suffice it 

to say, here, that publishers, parents, and pedagogues have the capacity to support children’s 

critical capacities, or not. 

 

1.3.3 Issues of Representation in Children’s Literature 

In terms of a given child’s general placement in prevailing social hierarchies, Rudd 

(2005) proposes that “unlike women and other minority groups, children still have no voice” 

since their literature is “being created for them, rather than creating their own” (p. 19); however, 
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he also subverts this argument by stating that, even though the text comes from “reworking the 

discourses around them” (p. 19), children do create oral and written literature in a variety of 

forms, such as “rhymes, jokes, songs, incantations, tall tales, plays, stories and more” (p. 19). 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that one of the main differences of such spontaneous childhood 

productions from adult created literature is that the cultural materials created by children are 

vastly unpublished and therefore unrecognized. 

This argument can be made based on similarities between the literature created by 

children and that created by minoritized groups, as Rudd (2005) notes. One example that 

illustrates this comparison is the lack of recognition for children’s literature created by women 

until the twentieth century, a subject which has been explored by feminist theorists, including 

Lissa Paul. Paul (2005) examines the work of Morag Styles, in which the researcher proposes 

that poems “like ‘Twinkle Little Star’ or ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb,’ rapidly became separated 

from their authors as they entered anthologies,” being “usually attributed to the anonymous 

authors of oral tradition.” Paul argues that “while generations of children learned to recite 

‘Twinkle Little Star,’ few knew it was composed by Jane Taylor, or that Sarah Hale wrote ‘Mary 

Had a Little Lamb’” (p. 121). Styles (as quoted in Paul, 2005) explains that “the colloquial 

domestic writing of some women, whose concern in literature for children (and often for adults) 

is with relationships, affection, friendship, and family life, [is] often located in the small-scale 

site of the home” (p. 121). Paul (2005) concludes that this was the reason why the literature 

created by women “was devalued, lost and forgotten in a world where large scale adventures and 

public rhetoric were valued” (p. 121). Even though Paul (2005) argues that there has been some 

shift in culture, enhancing the valorization of colloquial voices and domestic scenes since the end 

of the nineteenth century, it is still possible to argue that such a shift has not caused changes in 

all areas of literature at the same time or at all, given the lack of valorization accorded to 

intersectionality and minoritized literary creations. If early female authors in the field were often 

unknown, narratives about members of minoritized communities are limited in children’s 

literature to this day. Not exclusive to children’s literature, the lack of diversity in the publishing 

industry in North America is still an important issue to be discussed and overcome, as the data in 

Figures 1.1 to 1.4 illustrate. 
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Figure 1.1 – An updated look at diversity in children’s books. (2019). School Library Journal. 

https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=an-updated-look-at-diversity-in-childrens-books 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2– Jean So, R., & Wezerek, G. (2020). Just how white is the book industry? The New York Times. 
 

 

 

https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=an-updated-look-at-diversity-in-childrens-books
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Figure 1.3 – Jean So, R., & Wezerek, G. (2020). Just how white is the book industry? The New 
York Times.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.4 – Jiménez, L. M., & Beckert, B. (2020). Where is the diversity in publishing? The 2019 diversity 

baseline survey results. Lee & Low Books. 

https://blog.leeandlow.com/2020/01/28/2019diversitybaselinesurvey/  

 

https://blog.leeandlow.com/2020/01/28/2019diversitybaselinesurvey/
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The lack of diversity in the North American publishing industry is present both at the literary 

representation and industry demographics levels, as illustrated by the above figures. Figure 1.1 

exposes how the children’s literature materials are mostly centered on white children and animal 

characters, and figures 1.2 to 1.4 denounce how biased the publishing industry is in itself.  

 

1.3.4 Children’s Literature in Popular Culture 

Zipes (2009) argues that when a child reads a book, either by personal choice or via the 

choice of parents, teachers, librarians etc., they are not only interacting with the book itself but 

with all the products or paratexts attached to it, such as television or movie tie-ins, toys, games, 

and so on. He argues that this happens because the big commercial publishing companies are 

emulating the Hollywood model by seeking primarily narratives with the potential to become 

best-sellers and, therefore, to generate sales not only from the books but also from the multiple 

possible product tie-ins (Zipes, 2009). Elleman (1998) approaches the same subject by arguing 

that the contemporary publishing process consists of an editor finding a book with potential and 

sitting down with the marketing team, and sometimes the sales team, to discuss the earning 

possibilities; the resulting decision to publish or not is based not on content, but on profit. Said 

argument is also endorsed by Nel (2005), who argues that the publishing industry has grown 

more interested in children’s books that can provide marketable products than just the stories 

they are telling, with a considerable increase in marketing targeting children, as children gain 

access to more and more technology, where media such as television and video games serve as 

marketing tools enculturation children continually into consumerism. Martin (2006) explains that 

stories have been an increasingly important part of commodity culture, whether at the cinema or 

at home through spin-off products” (p. 33), building on the argument presented by the previously 

cited scholars. Zipes (2009) argues that marketing is altering the experience of childhood, 

especially with “electronic media replacing conventional play,” and advertisements that bestow a 

false sense of “power and autonomy based on the material interests of the socioeconomic 

system” (p. 9), making children feel empowered by the consumption of multiple commodities, 

including books. These statements further build on the concept that children’s literature may not 

work to expand children’s horizons and experiences as much as once imagined, but instead may 

play on their newly acquired consumerist literacies in favour of the companies behind them. 
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Ever since literature and literacy started playing a pivotal role in the civilizing process of 

creating citizens, children’s literature has been understood as a “training ground” for the future 

of the society; accordingly, it is still presumed that progress depends on literacy (Zipes, 2009) 

and vice versa. Books written for children go from author, to literary agent, to publisher, to mass 

media and bookstores, to family and/or school, and lastly, to the child (Zipes, 2009). Many 

decisions that affect the child reader need to be made in this process. After the book is created 

and consumed, the possibilities of television, film and/or product tie-ins constitute another series 

of decisions to be made about what the child will consume. In some cases, the opposite happens 

and books are created after the fact as tie-ins to films, television shows, toys and so on, such as 

Toy Story and the Barbie® books (Zipes, 2009). Either way, many decisions regarding content 

need to be made by the adults in charge of children’s literary products. Zipes (2009) argues that 

books were always recognized to have “cultural capital,” even though they have become more 

and more like other commodities, and it is up to the children how the ideologies inscribed in said 

books, as the result of all the decisions made by the adults, will be consumed, since they have the 

potential to conform to expectations or rebel against the final product.  

On a different note, Shenton & Hay-Gibson (2011) argue that research dating back to the 

1970s shows the importance of television tie-ins for inspiring children to pick up books, 

especially the ones with lower reading abilities who come from lower-income communities. 

These authors also present research findings claiming that the favourite titles and genres of a 

considerable portion of the young participants in their study consist of tie-in books (Shenton & 

Hay-Gibson, 2011). Considering the points presented by Zipes (2009) and by Shenton & Hay-

Gibson (2011) together, it is impossible to argue for the power of tie-in books and other products 

to the same measure when examining media-independent children’s books, which may or not 

lead to tie-in products. Literature made for children, tied into wider markets or not, is central to 

the capitalist education of children into marketing literacy and consumerist desires. “The 

consumer, like the reader, has the ability to engage tactically with the demands of society,” as 

argued by Martin (2006), and to “maneuver around the official strategies that those cultural 

forms convey” (p. 10). While the process of making and marketing children’s literature is 

currently designed to guarantee insertion into capitalism, the question remains as to what such 

books are really teaching the children about the society and about themselves. Of course, good 
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content can also be profitable, so it remains possible to work within the capitalist system to 

advance children’s interests, at least to some degree. 

Beyond consumerism and capitalist culture, children’s literature has many other 

potentials to offer. Some authors appear to be inserting pedagogical narratives into their stories. 

While some stories aim to teach, others to entertain, and still others to do both, there are also 

stories that aim to create a sense of comfort, affirm identities, and more. Regarding questions of 

diversity (of race, sex, gender, ability, age, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, etc.) and social 

justice, how social identities are inserted into the text and the reasons for doing so matter as 

much as the content. Inserting affirmations of diversity into cultural products can and has been 

accomplished historically through commodification. That is, diversity can be used as a marketing 

tactic to expand the approachability of available products by different market groups. One 

example of this marketing tactic can be found in the commodification of queerness, in a process 

popularly known as queerbaiting, which is certainly not restricted to literature, and informs many 

different media marketing strategies that commodify the 2SLGBTQIA+ community.  

Therefore, as argued by Botelho & Rudman (2009) certain questions should be posed to 

works that claim to value social diversity: “who is represented, underrepresented, 

misrepresented, and/or invisible? And how is power exercised?” Since all texts must be 

challenged (p. xiv) to avoid the commodification of diversity and staining of actual social justice 

efforts, this project undertakes some of that critical work.  

 

1.3.5 Issues of Genre and Human Diversity 

Before going into who is and who is not represented in children’s literature, it’s important 

to also address the different genres that are included in children’s literature. One relevant 

discussion here is the conflict between realism and fantasy, both very common narrative genres 

in children’s books. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, “An updated look at diversity in children’s 

books” (2019), animals still take second place in main character portrayals with 27%, only after 

white children with 50%. The use of animals as anthropomorphized characters in children’s 

literature can be adopted as a tool to address human differences without being specific, or even 

to overcome limitations of situated experiences, dealing with prejudice, for example, without 

singling out specific systems of oppression, such as racism, sexism, or ableism. The same tool 

can be used beyond animal characters, within the fantasy genre in general, using fantastical 
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characters such as aliens, wizards, and more, to address human social justice issues. With this 

choice of genre and its varied character portrayals, the author may reach the child reader and 

introduce important topics of conversation, opening up their imagination to other possibilities 

and futures for themselves. As pointed out by Thomas (2019), the fantastic might bring 

“meaning, safety, catharsis and hope” (p. 1) to children. But how can there be intersectionality in 

children’s literature without naming names? To create effective change, it is necessary to look at, 

name and recognize the particular experiences of marginalized peoples (Mohanty, 2003). 

Fantasy may be a great door in children’s literature into social justice issues, but if change can 

only be achieved when the systems of oppression are faced and addressed directly, realistic 

children’s literature might be the necessary genre to achieve that. 

When discussing the issue of race and imagination in her book The Dark Fantastic, 

Thomas (2019) explores the conflict that arises when “people of colour seek passageways into 

the fantastic.” Too often the doors are closed, as even imagined worlds “can be challenging when 

the known world does not provide many liberating spaces” (p. 2). Thomas (2019) further argues 

that the problem goes beyond underrepresentation to misrepresentations that perpetuate 

stereotypes, “as recurring controversies about picture books with smiling [enslaved people] 

demonstrate” (p. 5). This lack of representations that center the perspectives of those most 

affected is attributed by Thomas (2019) to a “massive failure of the collective imagination” (p. 

6). That failure, I would argue, is rooted in the hegemonic structures of power (and publication) 

in our capitalist and white supremacist societies, and has not emerged by chance. 

Expanding this discussion of the commodification of diversity to include other 

minoritized groups, there is another possible reading to the idea that the marketing industry is 

catching up to what is appealing to a new and prominent category of consumers: the millennials. 

According to Licsandru & Cui (2019), the millennials, that is the people born in the 1980s and 

90s, are the “most racially and ethnically diverse generation cohort” and have “gained the 

reputation of [being] diversity supporters” (p. 261). Analyzing the various uses of the term 

“super-diversity,” which he had coined in 2007, Vertovec (2019) notes that the concept was 

initially created to discuss the changes in the migration patterns in the UK and its social 

repercussions but has been appropriated by many scholars in different fields and interpreted and 

applied in multiple ways. One of these applications of “super-diversity” is its use to talk about 

“multi-dimensional reconfiguration of various social forms” (p. 130), based on transnational and 
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intersectional changes in the society due to globalization and the volume of migration in the 

world. Using this concept of “super-diversity,” it is possible to argue that Licsandru & Cui’s 

(2019) claims about the millennial generation both grow out of and contribute to this 

reconfiguration of social forms through massive global mobilities.  

According to Licsandru and Cui (2019), research shows that millennials, arguably the 

“super-diversity” generation (Vertovec, 2019), show a deeper understanding of “race and 

ethnicity, tolerance, open-mindedness, and multicultural thinking” and, therefore, are more 

appreciative of “multicultural marketing efforts” (p. 261). In addition, Licsandru and Cui (2019) 

claim that millennials are more responsive to marketing campaigns that celebrate diversity; 

however, they are not receptive to “generalizations, stereotypical or clichéd depictions” of 

diversity (ibid.). Therefore, the effectiveness of marketing to millennials relies on moving past 

tactics such as queerbaiting or mono-ethnic approaches to advertising, which not only mobilize 

stereotypes but also foster feelings of segregation (Licsandru & Cui, 2019). Such public demands 

for inclusive accountabilities drive industries into doing more to please consumers. Since 

millennials are seeking for more evidence of commitments to diversity in the discursive 

materials they consume, it is arguable that creators from this generation will be more sensitive to 

diversity in the texts they create and support while working in the publishing industry. This is not 

to say that prior generations have not invested in supporting greater diversity commitments. 

Rather, this recognized generational shift for millenials, to have diversity at the top of one’s 

priorities in creating and making consumer choices, is the result of the social justice 

commitments of change advocates who came before them. Beyond the realm of consumerism, 

Licsandru and Cui (2019) also argue that diverse representation in marketing is a source of 

“social capital,” as the viewers/readers also use it to “understand their role in the society, their 

social relationships and status,” a condition which is compatible with the idea that no text is free 

from ideology and with Zipes’s (2009) understanding that advertising shapes children as 

consumers.  

In an effort to decrease social biases, Licsandru and Cui (2019) advocate for portrayals of 

diversity in advertising that can create an “overarching, inclusive social membership category 

and foster cross-cultural interactions” (p. 268). They affirm that an early education in diversity 

could advance more constructive engagements with diversity in society. I agree that the proposed 

efforts for an early education in diversity, including via formal and informal modes of education, 
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can precipitate change, but only with extra inputs of positive structural reinforcements in the 

cultural surround. Modeling better social justice efforts, not only in children’s literature and 

other media created for children, like television and movie productions, but also in the 

advertisements directed toward children and caregivers, is called for. So is actual social justice. 

 

1.3.6 Summary 

In the end, consumerism in children’s literature becomes inevitable in a society that 

positions adults and children within hierarchical capitalist systems of production and 

consumption. Philip Nel’s (2005) work analyzing the Harry Potter children’s book series as both 

a marketing phenomenon and a literary phenomenon, “Is There a Text in This Advertising 

Campaign?: Literature, Marketing, and Harry Potter,” opened my eyes to how influential the 

marketing industry is, more than ever, in the children’s literature industry. However, the 

commodification of diversity can be reduced to objectification of the “other.” If cultural 

productions mobilize ideologies, then, when creating a literary work that depicts an oppressed 

group, especially for children, it is necessary that the effort is purposeful and authentic, including 

creators from the communities most affected in the process, and avoiding the dissemination of 

“single stories” (Adichie, 2009) and the stereotypes they enable.  

When applying Licsandru and Cui’s (2019) research on “super-diverse” millennial 

consumer habits to children’s literature, I am mindful that millennials now in the 20 to 40-year-

old age range, comprise a significant part of the workforce (which includes both the marketing 

and the publishing industries), and are possibly starting families and purchasing children’s 

literature. Their investments in diversity celebration might be reflected not only in the marketing 

of children’s literature, but in its production and consumption as well. However, further 

demographic research is necessary to reveal whether such theories can be applied to the 

children’s literature market and if millennials are actually influencing children’s literature 

creators to engage with intersectional social justice in the books that are being created and 

advertised for children.  

 

1.4 Study Object: Picture Books 

 Finally, it is important to address the objects of this study and their specificities: picture 

books. Children’s literature comes in many formats and shapes, serving different age groups and 
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meeting a wide range of objectives and goals, not all of them having to do with children, directly. 

This research focuses specifically on a selection of picture books produced in North America 

during the early twenty-first century (2016-2021), as signalled in the research questions.  

Picture books are “titles of various shapes and sizes, combining words and illustrations, 

traditionally produced for younger children” (Brenna et al., 2021, p. 2), and are “unlike any other 

form of verbal or visual art” (Nodelman, as cited in Brenna et al., 2021, p. 2). The illustrations 

are just as important as the text in picture books, as noted by Brenna et al. (2021), and “a range 

of media can be seen in Canadian books to include and even combine approaches such as digital 

art, acrylics, charcoal, oil paints, pencil, photography, and watercolour” (p. 2). The integration of 

words and illustrations in the meaning-making process is essential to the success of textual 

picture books, such as those selected here. Even though none are included in this research, there 

are also wordless picture books, which rely solely on their images to convey the story. 

 As noted by Brenna et al. (2021, p. 10), most picture books in North America are made 

with an audience of 4 to 8-year-olds in mind; however, this might vary, depending on the country 

of publication. As time goes by, different ages might be included as well, a phenomenon we 

already see happening in Canada, with picture books for older audiences or even all ages being 

produced (Brenna et al., 2021, p. 10) more often. In terms of format, a picture book usually 

consists of “32 pages” (with some variability) and includes the following elements: 

the book jacket, or cover; the spine, on which the title and author(s)/illustrator(s) are 

displayed; sometimes endpapers, and these may offer a visual introduction to the book’s 

contents; the title page; the copyright page […]; often a dedication page; and then the 

story or informational text, not paginated unless there is a table of contents. (Brenna et 

al., 2021, p. 4) 

In addition, picture books are produced in “a wide variety of genres including, but not limited to: 

realistic fiction; fantasy; historical fiction; and non-fiction. Subcategories of non-fiction include 

biographies, autobiographies, and narrative non-fiction – where the information unfolds in a 

story-like manner” (Brenna et al., 2021, p. 4). The eight selected picture books in this research 

all fall into the category of realistic fiction, with some elements of fantasy present in some of the 

books to be discussed further in the data analysis. 

 Historically, picture books can be traced back thousands of years (Kiefer, 2008, p. 11). 

Cave paintings presented a “similar aesthetic process” and objects with similar attributes to the 

modern picture book emerged in “Egypt around 2700BCE.” Thirteen-century works such as the 
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“Bible Moralise, Bible Pauperum, and Bible Historie” – developed a balance of image and text 

in their pages and are “remarkably similar to a picture book of today” (Kiefer, 2008, p. 11-14). 

Thus, the picture book form has emerged through many changes and historical contexts, each 

with its own situated applications of representation, teaching, and learning. According to Kiefer 

(2008), picture books have been adapting to the technologies of their times, following shifting 

social and cultural trends across centuries and geographies. In Europe, John Locke’s belief that 

“once children were taught to read they should read for pleasure” was highly influential in the 

contents and publishing trends surrounding children’s books in the 1700s, for example (Kiefer, 

2008). Nonetheless, it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the illustrations became essential 

to children’s books, becoming integral to their form.  

With the help of artists Walter Crane and Kate Greenaway, Edmund Evans – the 

publisher responsible for “achieving colour reproduction for a large market […] and refining the 

process of colour printing” – created the first books for children with strategic interaction 

between text and images (Kiefer, 2008, p.18). In 1878 Edmund Evans worked with Randolph 

Caldecott in his first of many books, The Diverting History of John Gilpin (Kiefer, 2008). Today, 

one of the biggest honours in children’s picture book publishing is receiving a Caldecott Medal, 

“awarded annually by the Association for Library Service to Children […] to the artist of the 

most distinguished American picture book for children” and branded with an illustration from 

The Diverting History of John Gilpin (ALSC – Randolph Caldecott Medal). With a wide range 

of possibilities for textual genres and artistic mediums, as well as the ever-changing formats that 

continue to evolve with technological advancement, picture books have and will continue to 

change, attracting readers from all ages and cultures. 

Lastly, it is important to point out that although I limited myself to North American 

picture books, I retain an interest in children’s books of all shapes and forms, coming from all 

corners of the world, and produced in all languages (especially in my mother tongue, Brazilian 

Portuguese). However, as a researcher, I need to be aware of my limitations and draw a line. 

Further research into different formats of children’s literature and including materials from other 

cultures is encouraged.  
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Chapter 2 – Theoretical Framework: Intersectional Social Justice and Practicing 

Solidarities through Critical Literacies 

 

For this research, the theoretical framework relies on multiple fields of study, and 

therefore, advances the value of interdisciplinary research in establishing social change 

strategies. Relying on theories from Education, English, and Women’s and Gender Studies, but 

with a focus on critical literacies and intersectionality, this chapter outlines my approaches to 

analysing the practices of solidarities supported by the selected texts, highlighting their 

interdisciplinary applications in this study.  

 

2.1 Intersectionality as a Framework 

Intersectionality, as defined by Collins (2015), is a critical approach to social justice that 

recognizes how systems of oppression, operating through socially constructed categories such as 

race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age, are not mutually exclusive 

forces, but rather, function reciprocally, through overlapping structures that “shape complex 

social inequalities” (p. 2). The concept of intersectionality, initially coined by Kimberlé 

Crenshaw in 1989, is now used across multiple fields of scholarship. Variations of intersectional 

practice are also found outside of academia. In this section, I will explore the concept of 

intersectionality in feminist studies and outline the specific ways I will be applying this 

framework in my investigation of social justice discourse drivers in children’s literature, and as a 

factor in supporting children’s critical literacies. 

Addressing the marginalization of Black women in both antiracist and feminist 

movements, Crenshaw defined the term “intersectionality” by demonstrating that the parameters 

of antiracist strategies were limited to the experiences of Black men, while feminist agendas 

were too often constructed with white women in mind. In an effort to acknowledge the ongoing 

work of racialized feminists, it is important to make the point that prevailing systems have 

favoured white women’s perspectives, but that feminists of colour have always played critical 

roles in challenging limited approaches. Both the antiracist and feminist movements are thus 

complicit in creating “yet another level of disempowerment” that leaves Black women out 

(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1249), making it less likely that they will have their needs met (p. 1250). 
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Initial intersectional analyses often focused on race, class, and gender, leaving out other systems 

of oppression such as age, ability, and sexual orientation, which also play a part in the lives of 

Black women. As time went by, “actors of different genders, ethnicities, and sexual orientations” 

have adopted and expanded the use of intersectionality as a framework to engage multiple 

experiences, structures of power, and interlocking systems of oppression (Carbado et al., 2013, p. 

305). According to Mohanty (2003), women and girls are the majority (70% at the time of the 

essay) of the world’s poor, so the “hardest hit by the degradation of environmental conditions, 

wars, famines, privatization of services and deregulation of governments” (p. 514), each and all 

persistent effects of imperialism and the neoliberal colonialisms to which they have given rise.  

Even though Crenshaw introduced and popularized the term “intersectionality,” she was 

not the first scholar to talk about intersecting systems of oppression, as other Black feminist 

scholars had already approached the theme by discussing experiences such as “double jeopardy 

(Beal), multiple jeopardy (King), and interlocking oppressions (Combahee River Collective)” 

(Carastathis, 2014, p. 305). The first recorded mention came as early as 1892 by Anna Julia 

Cooper in the first known Black feminist book (Carastathis, 2014), with the umbrella categories 

of “race, class, and gender” being used to address conflated oppressions, until the coining of the 

term “intersectionality” by Crenshaw (Collins, 2015, p. 9). The concept is considered “one of the 

greatest gifts of Black women’s studies to social theory as a whole” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 304) 

and to building interdisciplinary bridges.  

All disciplines face challenges as they expand to become more interdisciplinary, and for 

intersectionality it is no different. The work on intersectionality has been “misrecognized and 

misappropriated” (Collins, 2015, p. 6) multiple times and the detachment of intersectionality 

theory from Black feminist scholarship is the greatest challenge it faces. Those roots lie in the 

“political movement of Black women, Chicana and Latina women, and other women of colour – 

most of them lesbian-identified” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 306), who are daily affected by 

intersecting systems of oppression. Indeed, the theory “can and does move” (Carbado et al., 

2013, p. 306) as an effective tool to correct for white supremacy, sexism, heteronormativity, 

elitism, ableism, and more, by making the “social locations and experiences” of minoritized 

groups visible (Carastathis, 2014, p. 309). Contemporary intersectionality scholars stand on the 

shoulders of these trail-blazing women of colour and must resist their disfranchisement in our 

uses of the term. 
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The three main definitions as proposed by Crenshaw (1991) in “Mapping the Margins” 

include: “structural,” “political,” and “representational” intersectionality. “Structural 

intersectionality” refers to the ways that diversely positioned women of colour are targeted for 

experiences different than those available to white women. “Political intersectionality” refers to 

the historical fact that agendas for neither antiracist nor feminist movements centered the 

experiences of women of colour, “to the extent that antiracism reproduces patriarchy and 

feminism reproduces racism” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 307). “Representational intersectionality” 

concerns the production and reproduction of sexist and racist images that contribute to the 

objectification and marginalization of diverse racialized women (Carastathis, 2014). Beyond 

Crenshaw’s three sub frames, the term also refers to the “theory or methodology used to identify 

and study these ‘real world’ phenomena” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 307). Thanks to the women of 

colour who came before me, my research uses an intersectional framework “to produce new 

knowledge about the social world” (Collins, 2015, p. 5) by investigating the social practices of 

creating children’s literature. 

Multiple studies in children’s literature using feminist frameworks completed over 

decades, demonstrate advancements in gender representation and the reduction of stereotypes. 

The same can be said regarding representations of race in children’s literature. Just recently, 

several famous titles by Dr. Seuss were discontinued due to racist content (“6 Dr. Seuss books,” 

2021) in response to the current discussions on the importance of representation, for example. 

However, the field still lacks an intersectional approach. Some of the social justice advancements 

in children’s literature can be traced back to critical feminist scholarship, including Judith 

Butler’s challenges to the use of literature to “control and maintain heteronormative ideologies” 

(Dallacqua, 2019, p. 266). This tension between innovation and hegemony persists in the 

production of children’s literature. 

 The barrier that keeps children’s literature complicit with hegemonic norms involves the 

imperatives of profit versus justice, as discussed in the previous chapter and argued by Mohanty 

(2003), who calls for more robust transnational feminisms. As proposed by Dellacqua (2019), 

children’s literature must go beyond “reversing gender roles” and “work toward creating ‘fully 

realized, complicated characters’” (p. 265) who navigate intersectional realities. According to 

Mohanty (2003), in order to make “gender and power visible in the process of global 

restructuring” we need to look at, name, and recognize the “particular experiences of raced and 
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classed women,” creating an “anti-imperialist, anticapitalist and contextualized feminist project” 

(p. 526). Mohanty’s (2003) transnational feminist project aims to build “feminist solidarities 

across the divisions of place, identity, class, work, belief, and so on” (p. 530). As hooks (1994) 

argues, social justice education is necessarily a practice of transgression, including fostering 

transnational solidarities from childhood. I bring this critical lens to children’s literatures as well, 

and their potentials for establishing critical literacies in social justice, intersubjectivities, and 

situated solidarities with readers.  

 

2.2 Social Justice Efforts in Children’s Literature  

Aristotle suggested that social justice refers to the relationship between an individual and 

the society concerning equality, fairness, and distribution of wealth, both within the household 

and in the community (McCarthy, 2009). Nowadays, the concept of social justice has been 

expanded into multiple areas of knowledge and is used to discuss matters of race, gender, class, 

age, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, and social inequities more broadly. Children’s 

literature, like other forms of cultural performance, can be used to advocate for social justice and 

to enculturate children with an understanding of the world that involves equity, fairness, and just 

distribution of wealth, as argued by Aristotle.  

According to Taxel (as cited in Hurley, 2005) there is a “selected tradition” in children’s 

literature which favours the perspectives and world views of the dominant social group, shaping 

the child’s beliefs and perceptions of self, other, and society (p. 222). Therefore, a truly 

representative commitment to the production of children’s literature would provide opportunities 

for all children to see themselves in a good light, regardless of race, gender, sexuality, class, 

ability, religion, etc. Children’s literature scholar Rudine Sims Bishop describes such approaches 

to children’s literature as providing “mirrors and windows,” a framing that has grown in 

influence in the adjacent fields of Children’s Literature and Education, and that will be explored 

more deeply in the course of this study.  

According to Reese (as cited in Thomas, 2016), founder of the American Indians in 

Children’s Literature blog, works about the problematic representations of Indigenous peoples 

can be traced all the way back to the early 1800s. The hegemonic positioning of children’s 

literature was also questioned by African American parents, educators and clergy who noted the 

lack of Black characters in the books available for the children, inspiring groups – such as the 
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African Methodist Episcopal Church – to start creating publications with better representations 

aimed at their children (Thomas, 2016). Further on, with the Harlem Renaissance, the NAACP 

(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) created the Brownies Books, 

where respected authors such as Langston Hughes published works featuring Black children 

(Thomas, 2016). Much progress has been made since then, but a lot of work is still needed in 

expanding the diversity narratives advanced in children’s literature, not only in terms of general 

representation but also in the creation of original tales that avoid reductive representations of 

otherwise marginalized identities.  

Varga-Dobai (2013) traces the origins of wider social justice efforts in children’s 

literature in the west back to the 1960s, when there was a shift in public and counterpublic 

conversations regarding race, class and gender in North America, and an insurgence of scholarly 

critiques of the overt and covert power relations operating in Anglophone society. The second 

wave of feminism in the 1970s inspired scholars to interrogate how women are often portrayed 

as the “other” in literature, including in stories for children (Varga-Dobai, 2013). This led to 

discussions of how a child’s developing ideas of gender are influenced by the patriarchal 

ideologies inscribed in children’s literature (Grauerholz & Pescosolido, as cited in Varga-Dobai, 

2013, p. 142). Parallel to these efforts, advances in representational politics among other 

minoritized communities helped to make children’s literature more diverse. Nonetheless, there is 

still a lot of work to be done regarding social justice in children’s literature, as the project still 

faces many challenges in today’s society, such as the perpetuation of single stories (Adichie, 

2009), “white fragility” (DiAngelo, 2018), and binary imperialist notions, which will be 

discussed further, below. 

Although social justice efforts in children’s literature have been connected with 

multiculturalism, the use of this term has fallen into disfavour. According to Taxel (as quoted in 

Varga-Dobai, 2013), multicultural education refers to “education that addresses the interests, 

concerns, and experiences of individuals and groups considered outside of the sociopolitical and 

cultural mainstream of American society” (p. 141), mainly referring to discussions about race 

and ethnicity. Cai and Bishop (as cited in Varga-Dobai, 2013, p.141) argue that the goal of 

multicultural literature is to challenge the canon to include various socio-cultural groups; 

however, this concept sustains investments in prevailing notions of “otherness” and categorizes 

minoritized racial/ethnical and other groups in frameworks of “us and them.” In addition, 
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multiculturalism seldom addresses issues related to gender, sexual orientation, religion, 

disabilities, etc., so, the term “diverse” eventually became more popular (Thomas, 2016). 

Nevertheless, the term “multicultural” is still featured in contemporary literary studies (Stoodt-

Hill and Amspaugh-Corson as cited in Varga-Dobai, 2013, p. 141), or when strictly talking about 

race and ethnicity, depending on the context.  

 

2.3 Mirrors, Windows, and Doors 

Rather than engaging in the quagmire of hegemonic privilege and periphery, Bishop 

advocates for children’s books that provide mirrors and windows, offering a practical approach 

to representational politics. According to Lee (as cited in Johnson & Koss, 2016, p. 54), the 

“mirrors” in children’s books teach readers that they matter, as people are always looking to see 

themselves in the stories they read, whether consciously or not. Finding that reflection shows a 

minoritized reader that they are not alone. Hurley (2005) adds that children’s literature must 

provide children with meaningful and constructive cultural information about themselves in 

order to help them develop a positive self-image. If the child’s reflection in a book is 

stereotypical, “distorted and ridiculous,” readers may absorb negative ideas about themselves 

and the groups to which they belong (Bishop as quoted in Hurley, 2005, p. 228), and may 

enforce prevailing abstractions in which their lives and narratives don’t matter (Johnson & Koss, 

2016). At the same time, Lee (as cited in Johnson & Koss, 2016, p. 54) argues that “window 

books” which share information about the experiences of children from different social locations 

are necessary to teaching readers about diversity and to help undo othering stereotypes.  

The concept of children’s social justice literature that provides windows and mirrors for 

the child reader has been widely explored in educational contexts, as outlined above. The first 

scholar to coin the metaphor with applications as a curriculum-design methodology was the 

educator Emily Style in 1988. Since then, the term has been explored and elaborated by multiple 

scholars, including Lee Galda, Botelho and Rudman, and Rudine Sims Bishop, who famously 

expanded the concept into a critical framework. The metaphor simply relies on the idea that a 

book can function as a mirror for self-reflection and validation, or as a window that reveals the 

unfamiliar for the reader. Cox and Galda (1990) have argued that as “our awareness of the rich 

diversity of our society grows,” so does the need for books that reflect it (p. 582). Galda (1998) 

also expanded on the framework of mirrors and windows to further reflect on the transformative 
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power of reading to change lives, “to make us see, feel, and live a little differently,” which is 

what makes literature “so wonderful and so dangerous” (p. 4).  

To exemplify the operations of power under investigation, Galda (1998) questions why 

women weren’t taught how to read when men were, and why enslaved people were forbidden to 

learn how to read. Galda concludes that our society has always been aware of the power of 

change that comes with literacy, as “reading brings power to those who engage in it” (p. 4). 

Bishop (1990) expands the curricular-design methodology to include “doors,” in her famous 

essay “Mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors.” The metaphor of glass doors expands the 

concept of windows with a call to action, not only providing the child reader with a view of the 

unfamiliar, but also with ways to engage with new horizons of possibility to advance inclusive 

change. The concepts of mirrors, windows, and doors in critical literacy are, therefore, an 

evocative frame through which to reflect on social justice efforts in children’s literature, as they 

provide evaluative tools for approaching the capacities of children’s literature in engaging 

diversity and promoting social change, inviting the agency of child readers into critical social 

matters. 

Thomas (2016) argues that literature with mirrors and windows shows children “how to 

embrace the stories of others, humanizing themselves and each other” (p. 116). Thomas (2016) 

adds that children who belong to hegemonic groups have been offered mainly “mirror” books, 

while children in minoritized groups have only been offered “window” books, so all children 

need and deserve access to both aspects of literature (p. 117), as well as doorways into futures 

that promote greater mutual flourishing. Wiltse (2015) cites Aldana, who argues that “my 

mirrors are your windows and vice versa” (p. 33). Thus, a book that might work better as a 

“mirror” for one child could be a good option as a “window” to another, depending on their 

respective social locations. Botelho and Rudman (2009), building on Bishop’s concept, argue 

that children’s books must go beyond being mirrors and windows in order to act as doors, which 

they affirm as an invitation to action. This process of involving the child reader in building 

knowledge of both self and wider social diversity seems straightforward. However, the 

perpetuation of single stories, white fragility, and binary imperialist notions continue to present 

barriers to ready access to substantive children’s social justice literature. 
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2.4 Single Stories vs. Lived Narratives 

Adichie (2009) explains the dangers of a single story and how ingrained these are within 

structures of power. According to Adichie (2009), single stories are created when a person or a 

group of people is reduced to one characteristic or event, one single narrative that is reproduced 

over and over again by the hegemonic group. That is where power relations come into play, 

because the means to frame the narrative, to choose the stories that are told, and when and how 

they are told, all depend on who holds decision-making power and access to the means of 

production and reproduction of messages. Too often, white-supremacist capitalist patriarchal 

hegemony holds “the ability not only to tell the story of another person, but to make it the 

definitive story of that person” or the group to which they belong (Adichie, 2009). These single 

stories “flatten the experience” of the people they are about, overlooking many other stories and 

voices, to reinforce stereotypes, which are untrue, because they are incomplete (Adichie, 2009). 

Adichie (2009) argues that if “stories have been used to dispossess and to malign,” they could 

also “empower” and “humanize.” While a single-story approach takes the dignity of a group (and 

its members) away, diverse narratives can also “repair that broken dignity” (Adichie, 2009). 

Rose argues that, “representation is a beacon of light in the darkness, [the] clarion call of ‘You 

are not alone’” (quoted in Crisp, 2018), under conditions where accountable representation “is 

still frequently a matter of life or death” (Crisp, 2018, p. 357). The perpetuation of stereotypes 

through single stories not only damages the emergence of self-knowledge and self-love via 

access to meaningful “mirrors,” but also prevents the circulation of “windows” and “doors” for 

child readers, depriving them of access to their wider communities and horizons of possibility. 

When discussing the dangers of a single story specific to children’s literature, Minaki 

(2009) argues that diverse characters, such as those with disabilities, should not be created in 

efforts aiming to “inspire, teach, or correct others,” but to provide an empowering narrative that 

will offer genuine mirrors for readers who can relate directly to the character. She discourages 

constructions of characters with disabilities as “confined, wheelchair-bound, dependent, etc.” (p. 

2), which are complicit with prevailing narratives. Brenna (2013) cites past research trends to 

show that portrayals of characters with disabilities should not focus on narratives that “cure or 

kill” them, and that reliance on these single stories shows an author’s temporal displacements of 

bias in the failure to see a “positive future for someone with a disability” (p. 514). Smith-

D’Arezzo (2003) suggests that all characters in children’s literature must be portrayed in a 
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positive and realistic manner so that no single aspect of their existence comes to stand in for their 

whole identity. Disabilities, mental illness, personal flaws, and more are all ordinary conditions 

of human life, and children’s literature must address them in a thoughtful manner, with a positive 

light and not as a whole person’s identity, providing genuinely informative mirrors, windows, 

and doors for the child reader. 

To avoid the single story, Varga-Dobai (2013) affirms stories based on “lived narratives” 

(p. 145), or as Thomas (2016) puts it: “counter-narratives based on community strength” (p. 

114). Yenika-Agbaw (as cited in Wiseman et al., 2019, p. 466) explains that counter-narratives 

work to recognize non-dominant voices and name people’s realities, providing positive and 

authentic alternatives to hegemonic single stories. Thomas (2019) goes beyond and discusses the 

importance of critical race counter-storytelling as a way to provide “psychic preservation by not 

silencing the experiences of the oppressed,” to challenge “normative reality,” and to privilege 

“the voices of people of colour as the basis for understanding how race and racism function,” 

purposefully attempting to “disrupt liberal ideology” (Cook & Dixson, as cited in Thomas, 

2019). Wiseman et al. (2019) also argue that when a teacher chooses counter-stories from diverse 

perspectives, they are choosing to advocate for classroom children who might only feel 

represented by selected books. Therefore, investing in counter-stories and in critical race 

counter-storytelling fosters social justice in children’s literature and in their lives.  

In addition, it’s important to be aware of the language being used to dismantle the 

narratives of single stories. “Empower” for example, is a term that was adopted by “radical 

social movements, especially women's movements from the 1970s onwards,” to challenge 

hegemonic narratives, signifying a force of resistance through the empowerment of minoritized 

groups (Batiwala, 2007, p. 557). However, the term has been “mainstreamed in a manner that has 

virtually robbed it of its original meaning and strategic value,” turning “empowerment” into a 

buzzword complicit with hegemonic power structures (Batiwala, 2007, p.557). Another criticism 

of the term “empowerment” is its expectation that individuals will look inwards in search of 

ways to change their oppressive realities instead of “addressing the structural issues of 

inequality,” once again “[depoliticizing] the development and [actual] empowerment processes 

through concealing the local and global power inequalities” (Khurshid, 2016, p. 620). 

Nonetheless, the term “empowerment,” much like “multicultural,” is still widely used to discuss 

social hierarchies and resisting hegemonic narratives, even if it is a less politicized buzzword. 



 
 

 
 

33 

 

2.5 “White Fragility” and Other Challenges 

Another challenge that social justice efforts face is the force of white-supremacist 

capitalist patriarchal traditions, which strive to maintain the status quo. This includes white 

fragilities, arising from the inaccuracy and resulting precarity of binary imperialist notions, 

precipitating interpersonal and institutional defense mechanisms. DiAngelo (2018) coined the 

term “white fragility” to explain the discomfort white people feel when discussing matters of 

race and racism, causing even minimal contact with race issues to trigger a range of defensive 

moves, as if they were personally offended or endangered by criticism of the white-supremacist 

system. The danger, rests, however, in their diminished humanity and capacity to resolve 

distorted structures, which often remains invisible to them, because they are deluded into 

believing that achieving dominance is winning when it is simply the result of facilitated 

aggression. Larbalestier (as cited in Campbell, 2017, p. 11) explains that the defensiveness white 

people perform when discussing racism is caused by a response to feeling like the “bad guy,” 

which conflicts with the long-lasting normative single story of the white-saviour, as thoroughly 

perpetuated in literature, movies, TV, etc., and therefore deeply engraved in the minds of white 

people, who are receptive and incentivized to adopt this view.  

According to Johnson and Koss (2016), books are a good way of pushing these 

boundaries and making people feel uncomfortable in an often private context, moving the 

conversation forward in a safe way. Zipes (1997) argues that the “Achilles’ heel” of the capitalist 

system is the process of enculturation, pointing to change in the early education and socialization 

of children as a partial answer to social justice issues. Yeoman (as cited in Hurley, 2005, p. 229) 

defends “disruptive texts” as a critical tool in this process. Wiseman et al. (2019) argue that 

children’s literature can play a big role in facilitating important and sometimes delicate 

conversations, such as addressing “exclusionary practices and privilege” (p. 466). The fear of 

talking about race and other issues and of having to deal with the discomfort these conversations 

might cause is a challenge that children’s social justice literature seeks to overcome, both for 

creators, who may fear addressing such subjects, and parents/teachers who avoid presenting 

books that talk about race and other “sensitive” topics. 

Binary imperialist notions can be summed up as those enacted concepts that perpetuate 

situated divisions between “us” and “them.” Mohanty (1988) argues, for example, that “two-
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thirds-world” women are “othered” as a coherent group who share the same interests and 

characteristics, regardless of class, race, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, and more, in binary 

opposition to the “us” of women whose politics have been shaped by white-supremacist 

patriarchal capitalisms in the west. The persistent symbolism that white equals good and Black 

equals evil (Hurley, 2005) is another example. According to Nodelman, and Sensoy and 

Marshall (both cited in Varga-Dobai, 2013), this easily racialized binary is imperialist because it 

allows the hegemonic group to “speak for those who supposedly can’t speak for themselves” (p. 

144), creating a single story. Because children are extremely vulnerable to “colonialist ideas of 

racial-ethnic otherness” in their formative years (Xie as cited in Thomas, 2016, p. 115), 

children’s literature that perpetuates hegemonic norms has much to answer for. On the other 

hand, if children’s literature joins other efforts to decolonize the world, it may prove to be 

counted as one of the “most effective postcolonial project[s] in the long run, for the world always 

ultimately belongs to children” (ibid). To surpass binary imperialist and single-story issues, 

children’s books need to be authentic mirrors, windows, and doors to more equitable relations 

among all children. Practical considerations in how to accomplish this vital work drive this 

project. 

It is important, therefore, that diversity-affirming stories be effectively marketed and 

awarded recognition for their constructive effects. As Horning (2015) explains, awards really 

make a difference in the literary world, as they have an impact on what will be published in 

subsequent years, i.e., “success breeds imitation” (p. 7). As stated in the Guide to Canadian 

Children’s Books, and noted by Minaki (2009), “what children learn determines the future,” 

especially what they learn from reading, since “in language lies the possibility of new perception, 

alternate vision, and life-saving critical analysis” (p. 3). Sharing more diverse stories is itself a 

doorway to changing “people’s sense of what is possible, what is permitted, and what is 

responsible or irresponsible” (Frank as cited in Bacchilega, 2013, p. 195). As discussed in the 

previous chapter, the responsibility of creating literature for children rests on all the adults 

involved in the many steps involved; however, if done thoughtfully with wholesome intentions, 

literature can function as a great catalyst for social justice changes through the cultivation of 

child agency.  
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2.6 The High Stakes of Children’s Literature 

According to Zipes (1988), children’s literature allows the reader not only to understand 

and interpret their world, but to change it too, as imagination is supported through stories, those 

“powerful instruments of constructive socialization” that “potentially [serve] as inspiration for 

creating positive change” (Dellacqua, 2019, p. 263). But how? One way would be to consider 

Butler’s (2004) proposal that interventions which change social norms, such as gender roles, 

arise by occupying, exceeding, and reworking norms, exposing the realities once presented as 

fixed, as open to transformation. Dellacqua (2019), for example, argues that female children’s 

literary characters should not be expected to be “only strong or only princesses or only 

desirable,” specific tropes that are sometimes considered feminist. Instead, she proposes a project 

that represents the “complexities and fluidity of humanity” in children’s literature (p. 275). 

Although more books are being published to address issues such as racism and sexism with 

children, “one must make substantive decisions about what will be a less violent future” and a 

“more inclusive population” (Butler, 2004, p. 224). Advancing intersectional approaches to 

social justice in children’s literature are called for, and may be enacted by avoiding patronizing 

and colonizing narratives, as well as tokenistic inclusions.  

When they do not belong to the minoritized groups they are writing about, creators must 

bring critical and reflexive approaches to their work. Spivak, as explained by Butler (2004), 

argues that such reflection must be cultivated “not only to listen to the voices of the 

disenfranchised but also to represent those voices in one’s work,” without authorial self-

appointment as “the voice of the disenfranchised,” which can be problematic and patronizing (p. 

229). Crenshaw (1991) states that “tokenistic, objectifying, voyeuristic inclusions” of diversity 

are “at least as disempowering as complete exclusions” (p. 1261). If children’s literature creators 

are to check their privileges and avoid patronizing actions, “coalitions across differences … will 

make a more inclusive movement” (Anzaldúa as quoted in Butler, 2004, p. 228). Crenshaw 

(1991) argues that through “awareness of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge and 

ground the differences among us and negotiate the means by which these differences will find 

expression in constructing group politics” (p. 1299). I believe that children’s literature has the 

power to become a site of continuous political labour, building solidarities toward social justice.  
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2.7 Critical Literacies 

Ultimately, the project of intersectional social justice in children’s literature must reach 

classrooms, a site of reformation sharing as important as the home. Critical pedagogy, as coined 

and explored by Freire (1970; Freire & Macedo, 1987), recognizes that the classroom is not a 

hermetically sealed environment where the students’ lives and cultures are to be set aside and 

considered irrelevant to the pedagogical task at hand, but a place for dialogue, where children 

can learn how to read critically and engage the world around them, transforming education into a 

means to broaden human agency. bell hooks (1994) argues that the classroom “remains the most 

radical space of possibility” (p. 12) and advocates for a movement that approaches education as 

the practice of freedom, understood as an investment in mutual flourishing. Other relevant 

concepts developed by Freire through critical pedagogy are the idea that exploited people do not 

necessarily see their oppression, and the need for hope, a belief in the possibility of change 

through the power of literacy. Critical pedagogies, together with critical literacies, are the final 

pieces in the puzzle of deepening social justice efforts in the production children’s literature, 

because they influence how the books will be read and interpreted, be it at home or in school. 

Both are fundamental for inciting social change. 

According to McDaniel (2006) the concept of “critical” applied to theory “can be traced 

back to the Frankfurt School,” a group of scholars who drew from “Kant’s critical philosophy 

and Marx’s critique of ideology” to “uncover and explain fundamental inequalities and hypocrisy 

within society” (p. 19). Critical pedagogy refuses the assumption that children are “passive and 

easily manipulated” and considers the ideas and experiences shared by students as valuable 

knowledge, advocating that teachers should encourage questioning and “speak with, not for the 

students” (emphasis in original) (McDaniel, 2006, p. 20). Critical literacy, also called “lived 

literacies,” is a framework derived from critical pedagogy that has similar goals, expanding the 

“scope of literacy pedagogy to account for the context of our culturally and linguistically diverse 

and increasingly globalized societies” (The London Group, 1996). Nyachae (2019) also builds on 

the concept, and argues that a critical literacy dialogue happens when “issues of power, privilege, 

and oppression” are examined, with a goal of “individual and social change” (p. 106). López 

(2020), also expands this framework stating that “in the field of literacies there has been a call to 

‘read the world’ in order to ‘read the word’” (p. 1), a call to valuing “lived literacies” that 

incorporate “languages, literacies, and symbols” that are present in child readers’ lives. Such 
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cues situate the specific reader and may help provide an awakening to their social location and 

agency regarding social issues.  

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that literacies, like texts, are not free from 

ideologies, but hold social and political power, as well as the power to create change (Freire, 

1970). “Language is social and political” (McDaniel, 2006, p. 23), but critical literacy offers the 

readers the “knowledge, skills, and values” needed to “critically negotiate and transform the 

world in which they find themselves” (Giroux as cited in McDaniel, 2006, p. 23). As argued by 

Botelho and Rudman (2009), “we advocate for reading that goes beyond stretching children’s 

cultural imagination, to reading that fosters historical and sociopolitical imagination” (p. xiv), 

which “uncovers systems of meaning that perpetuate social inequities,” and creates “a site for 

re/construction” (p. xv). Botelho and Rudman (2009) also argue that the reflection that comes 

from the critical dialogue with the text and with other people creates “new spaces for learning 

and unlearning” (p. 7) and that “all children (young and old) have the capacity to be critical 

multicultural readers” (p. 11). As explained by Barton and Hamilton (2000), literacy is a social 

practice, and the nature of literacies can be defined by six propositions:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.1 – “Literacy as social practice” (Barton and Hamilton, 2000, p. 8) 
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The New London Group (1996) identifies twin goals for literacy learning: “creating 

access to the evolving language of work, power, and community” and “fostering the critical 

engagement necessary for [children] to design their social futures.” As for how to critically 

question texts, Mackay and Tymon (2013) argue that “what differentiates critical reflection from 

mere speculative rumination is that it encourages deeper level learning, by questioning 

assumptions.” She suggests that besides questions such as “How did that go? What went well? 

What didn’t? And why?” the reader must also engage in further critical examination such as 

“How do I feel about that? What theory underpins this? and What are my future options?” (p. 

644). However, it is important to keep in mind that “critique alone will not bring about change” 

(Hazzard, 2021, p. 3), as change happens from the exercise of “self-determination, individual 

autonomy, and social agency” (Giroux as cited in Hazzard, 2021, p. 3). Critical literacy might 

offer mirrors, windows, and doors, but the key to social change is the child agency that arises 

from the critical dialogue aided by access to good books and critical readings of them. 

 

2.8 Applying an Interdisciplinary Framework  

Even though children’s literature production is still directly connected to and influenced 

by prevailing capitalist forces, it is important to acknowledge that “global capitalism” destroys 

possibilities, but also provides new ones (Mohanty, 2003, p. 530), which can be used as tools in 

the task of dismantling some of its own oppressive systems. Intersectional critical literacies 

disrupt and defamiliarize the commonplace and are integral in supporting young readers’ 

development as positive change-makers. Mobilizing intersectional social justice through 

children’s literature offers a means for teachers and parents all over the world to expand their 

options on how to practice and teach critical literacies, offering multiple mirrors, windows, and 

doorways into better futures for child readers, who will be able to see themselves as the active 

participants in social change that they have the opportunities to be. 

The framework developed here will be applied as a lens to the research through my 

chosen methodology of critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA will allow me to explore and 

analyse how the text and illustrations of selected picture books engage intersectionality using 

critical literacies. CDA also models the process of unveiling teachable moments in the sharing of 

picture books, and can be mirrored by the child readers, or the adults in their lives, when 

choosing the next book to borrow from the library or purchase. Through CDA, picture book 
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readers of any age can open up the topics presented within picture books to further intersectional 

discussions and critical analysis, establishing the practice of critical literacies in the ways 

children learn to engage with the literature available to them.  
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Chapter 3 – Applying Critical Discourse Analysis to Picture Books and Their Marketing 

Materials 

 

3.1 Methodology 

To examine children’s literature production in North America and seek answers to my 

research questions, I am conducting a qualitative Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of eight 

selected picture books published between the copyright years of 2016 and 2021 and a selection 

of related virtual marketing materials created by publishers to promote the selected titles. In this 

section I explain my methods, including my choice of methodology, which titles were selected 

and why, what materials were analyzed, and how the data analysis was conducted. Reiterating, 

my research questions, are: 

1) How are social justice issues being addressed in eight selected North American picture 

books and their respective social media marketing materials? 

2) What vocabulary is used to inform diversity and related marketing strategies? and  

3) How is the children’s literature industry engaging with social justice efforts in an 

intersectional way through the selected materials, if at all? 

Harding’s (1992) idea of strong objectivity is a foundational concept in feminist theory 

which claims that “all knowledge attempts are socially situated” (p. 444). Harding argues that 

widely held cultural beliefs act as evidence in “every stage of scientific inquiry,” including but 

not restricted to: “the selection of problems, the formation of hypotheses, the design of research 

(including the organization of research communities), the collection of data, the interpretation 

and sorting of data, the decisions when to stop research, and the way results of research are 

reported” (p. 458). She also claims that scientific researchers and their respective communities 

need to “be integrated into democracy, advancing projects for scientific and epistemological 

reasons as well as moral and political ones” (Harding, 1992, p. 459), leading to a creation of 

knowledge that is “fully socially situated” (Harding, 1992, p. 464). For this reason, I believe that 

being a woman of colour, an immigrant from the Global South now living in North America, and 

having had direct experience working in publishing, are all socio-cultural factors that have 

helped shape who I am as a scholar and, therefore, how I see the world and this study. I believe 

that my situated perspectives will work in favour of appreciating the complexity of the research 
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area under review, as Harding advocates in asserting strong objectivity as a deeply 

contextualized approach. Therefore, my personal experiences combined with the theoretical 

knowledge acquired for this project have helped me to gather and decode the data in a 

conscientious and self-reflexive manner, allowing me to establish socially situated critical tools 

to further this research. I have maintained a field journal, throughout, recording my evolving 

impressions and thoughts, as a resource in the iterative data analysis process. 

Before going into the chosen methods and why I have adopted them, it is important to 

discuss the format of children’s literature chosen for this project. Children’s literature can be 

found in multiple formats, depending on the targeted age group, content, etc. For the purpose of 

this study, I’m restricting my research objects to selected picture books, germane to my research 

questions. A picture book generally comprises 32 pages (with exceptions, of course), 

complementary text and illustrations on every page, as well as endpapers with information on the 

author, artist, and publisher (Kiefer, 2008). Nevertheless, a picture books is first and foremost 

“an experience for the child,” and “as an art form, it hinges on the interdependence of pictures 

and words” (Bader as cited in Kiefer, 2008, p. 9). Picture books rely on a “synergistic” 

relationship between images and text, in which “the words tell us what the pictures do not show, 

and the pictures show us what words do not tell us” (Kiefer, 2008, p. 9-10). This communication 

on two levels makes picture books a fascinating research object. Finally, picture books are the 

first literary resource for children with the potential to convey social justice issues in a complex 

manner for the child reader, who is usually between 2 and 8 years old. Of course, given that 

caregivers and teachers may also read these books to children, they can be read and appreciated 

at any age. 

The analysis of power relations in “critical multicultural investigations of children’s 

literature” must include what gets “written, illustrated, and published” (Botelho, & Rudman, 

2009). For this reason, not only the text of the picture books is analyzed here, but also the 

illustrations that complement its meaning. Since text is defined as “whatever constructs meaning 

through shared codes and conventions, signs and icons” (Morgan as cited McDaniel, 2006, p. 

22), the illustrations are analyzed as an equally important meaning-making device in each picture 

book. Sturken and Cartwright (2018) argue that “to explore the meaning of images is to 

recognize that they are produced within dynamics of social power and ideology.” Therefore, just 

like written texts, “images are an important site through which ideologies, as systems of belief, 
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are produced” (p. 37). When examining illustrations, it is important to keep in mind that picture 

book authors do not always have control over who illustrates their books or how said illustrations 

are constructed. The process of matching text and illustrations varies depending on the publisher 

and on the book, with an array of possibilities that include multiple levels of authorial and artistic 

control. Therefore, my selection of books includes picture books that were written and illustrated 

by the same person, and some that were not, for comparison and data balance. For the ones that 

have a different author and illustrator, it is impossible to know how involved the author was in 

the creation and briefing of the illustrations without talking to the constituent parties (author, 

illustrator, and publisher). Although for my project, resources did not permit finding and 

engaging authors, illustrators, and publishers, further research is advised on authorial 

involvement in the illustrations that accompany their words in children’s picture books, by future 

researchers. The same conditions apply regarding marketing materials. The involvement of the 

author in the text or images used in marketing materials is uncertain when the chosen material is 

not directly derived from a picture book for which the author was also illustrator. 

My choice of critical discourse analysis (CDA) as a methodology takes into consideration 

its intrinsic understanding of meaning as something “constructed, situated, and negotiated” 

(Wertz et al., 2011, p. 297), and of creating critical discourse as “a form of social action” (p. 

207). CDA does not engage in an analysis of the speaker’s social positioning, focusing instead 

on the discourse resources used (Wertz et al., 2011), aiming to “unpack and make explicit” social 

stances, especially in relation to power structures, which might be veiled or naturalized in one’s 

speech (Fitchett & Caruana, 2015, p. 9). Regarding analyses of illustrations, Sturken and 

Cartwright (2018) argue that the “representation systems [present in images] are in some ways 

like language systems, which means that they can be analyzed through methods borrowed from 

linguistics and semiotics that were developed to understand language” (p. 19). They argue that 

“every time we interpret an image (to understand what it signifies), whether consciously or not, 

we are using the tools of semiotics” (p. 32). Thus supports the use of CDA to investigate both 

textual and visual elements of picture books. If Sandra Harding asks scholars to be accountable 

for their social positions, CDA requires attention both to how the materials examined engage 

available resources and toward which assumptions, innovations, and directions those resources 

may lead.  
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As previously discussed, texts are sites of power, where hierarchies are constantly being 

negotiated through “discursive conventions and ideologies” that might be overlooked in routine 

readings (Fitchett & Caruana, 2015, p. 1 and 8). According to Wertz et al. (2011), CDA research 

questions usually take forms like “‘How is X constructed?’; ‘What is being done and how is it 

being done?’; or ‘What are the functions and consequences of what is being done?’” (p. 208). 

This structure fits well with my research questions by providing a practical set of tools for 

analyzing the relevant discursive processes involved in creating and promoting intersectional 

inclusion as a value shaping children’s literature. In data collection, I expected that some words 

and phrases would stand out during the analysis, and that the sociocultural meanings of some 

terms would need further investigation (Wertz et al., 2011). For example, as discussed above, 

some of the words that might arise from the promotional materials could include terms like 

“multicultural” and “empowerment,” which are problematic concepts in social justice 

scholarship. Examining these critical tensions helps me show the connections and disjunctures 

between the available scholarship and the conditions of the publishing market. 

Since the emergence of marketing rhetoric commonly associated with “positioning 

strategies” and “strategic planning processes” (Ardley & Quinn, 2014, p. 98), discourse analysis 

has become fundamental to consumer research studies in the twenty-first century and is an 

“established sub-discipline within marketing” (Fitchett & Caruana, 2015, p. 1), providing a 

context for examining the “consequences of marketing practices” (p. 2). Beyond market-based 

rhetorical strategies, “images are [also] elements of contemporary advertising and consumer 

culture through which assumptions about beauty, desire, glamour, and social value are both 

constructed and lived” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2018, p. 38). Visual materials developed for the 

advertising of children’s literature and book illustrations themselves are no exception. Marketing 

materials for this research were selected from publishing companies’ social media pages with an 

attentive eye to the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or Corporate Political 

Advocacy (CPA), similar theories in the field of business ethics that inform businesses’ interests 

in social and political issues (Ciszek & Logan, 2018). The CPA framework argues that 

companies should take public stances on social justice issues, with ideological positioning as a 

primary concern, regardless of financial results (Ciszek & Logan, 2018). My goal is to 

investigate how such corporate advocacy positioning is being performed by children’s literature 

publishers. CPA also contextualizes “silence or lack of involvement” as complicit with 
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unacceptable behaviour (Ciszek & Logan, 2018, p.121). Even though CPA paints a picture of 

some private companies as primarily “values-driven organizations” (Ciszek & Logan, 2018, 

p.118), it is important to remember that they are direct beneficiaries of and contributors to the 

capitalist system, which also reinforces and feeds on social hegemonies and inequalities.  

Given that the educated millennial consumer expects and praises diversity in advertising 

and that a broader focus on marketing discourse has taken hold in the twenty-first century 

(Fitchett & Caruana, 2015), it is possible to argue that adopting publicly responsive and 

responsible social and political positions is the new status quo, since not to do so could cause 

increasing damage to a company seen to be operating in exclusionary ways. When discussing the 

ice cream company Ben and Jerry’s, which has been famous for its progressive social and 

political messaging, Gelles (2015) argues in a piece for the New York Times that the company 

had a philosophy of “activism-infused capitalism” (para. 26). If Gelles’ statement and my 

reading of the social expectations of contemporary companies are correct, then activism is 

becoming a must for businesses in the twenty-first century, allowing a level of “self-degradation” 

within capitalism that actually works in favour of the capitalist system itself by instrumentalizing 

social justice issues. Since marketing materials are “discourse production in action” (Fitchett & 

Caruana, 2015, p.10), I seek to investigate whether children are being instrumentalized with 

shallow activism-infused rhetoric or, conversely, whether the children’s literature market might 

be functional as a place to promote meaningful intersectional narratives.  

Regarding my choice of titles included in the research, I have limited myself to eight 

books, accommodating to my timeframe and the required amount of data to be collected and 

analysed from each chosen picture book. When selecting the titles, I tried to find picture books 

that have been widely promoted by their respective publishing houses, both mainstream and 

independent, so that I would have enough social media marketing material to work with. The 

reason these titles have been widely promoted could be due to positive reception by the public 

and reviewers. In some cases, connections with successful public figures of well-known media 

products could be involved. Hair Love and Just Ask! are associated with an award-winning short 

film in the first case, and authored by a famous political figure, in the second. To further 

investigate the success of strategies that take advantage of proximal fame, more research 

focusing on sales and reviews would be necessary. I also tried to vary publishers to some degree 

to provide different sources, including: HarperCollins, Penguin Random House, Philomel Books 
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(one of Penguin Random House USA’s children’s literature imprint), Tundra Books (Penguin 

Random House Canada children’s literature imprint), Groundwood Books, Candlewick Press, 

and HighWater Press. With the exception of Candlewick and HighWater Presses, most are big 

publishing houses/conglomerates, which are responsible for most of the children’s literature 

production in English in North America and, therefore, for most of the picture books in 

circulation. The books created by big publishers are still the most widely circulated, awarded, 

and promoted and, therefore, the ones children have more access to. Further research into 

publications by smaller independent publishing houses is recommended for the future.  

The marketing materials were selected from both Instagram and Facebook, including at 

least two posts from each social media platform regarding each picture book, in addition to the 

synopsis on the publisher’s website describing the titles. If Amazon.ca or Amazon.com have 

synopses for the picture book titles that differ from those on the publisher’s website, that text 

was collected as data too, as Amazon is considered the “world's largest books retailer” with “3.4 

million books on its virtual shelves at any given time,” reaching millions of people worldwide 

that might not go to the publisher’s website for information on the books they are purchasing 

(Farfan, 2019, para. 11). When collecting the social media marketing data, I encountered a 

limited number of posts related to the selected picture books, since there is a big rotation of 

picture books released by the publishers to be advertised. However, the amount found was 

sufficient for this study. When searching for the marketing posts on social media that could be 

analyzed for social justice engagement, I came across multiple posts by the selected publishers 

that directly engaged with social justice issues, without advertising any specific books. Keeping 

in mind the concept of CPA and the instrumentalization of social justice topics with activism-

infused rhetoric, I decided also to collect eleven posts that fit this category. I believe that having 

posts that directly advertise the picture books using social justice rhetorics and posts that talk 

about social justice without directly advertising anything besides the image of the company itself 

would be a rich source of data and would provide an interesting comparative analysis. 

I also decided to vary the initial country of publication for the chosen titles within the 

English-speaking North American publishing industry, with four picture books that were 

originally published in the United States and four from Canada. The last criteria I used for 

choosing the titles involved each specific story itself. Since this research aims to investigate how 

the publishing industry, including both children’s literature creators and publishing houses, are 
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engaging with social justice subjects, the picture books selected should at least provide some 

material that would work as windows and mirrors for diverse child readers and could therefore 

be evaluated for intersectional approaches. The selected picture books are: Eyes That Kiss in the 

Corners; Just Ask!: Be Different, Be Brave, Be You; Ho'onani: Hula Warrior; Hair Love; 

Mustafa; Julián Is a Mermaid; Trampoline Boy; and When We Were Alone. More information on 

the titles, such as author, illustrator, publisher, copyright year, and a brief plot summary are 

provided in a summary catalogue at the end of this chapter. 

My data collection was performed in a time span of one month in late 2021, using NVivo, 

a software that supports qualitative and mixed methods research. With NVivo, I was able to enter 

the text of the selected picture books in addition to the marketing materials, as well as to enter 

and code the selected illustrations. All the text from the picture books was collected in this 

process, including paratextual elements; even when “one does not always know if one should 

consider that they belong to the text or not” (Genette & Maclean, 1991, p. 261), I made the 

decision to include them. The software helped me organize the information gathered and codify 

insights about frequently used terms and phrases, and other trends in the data. After analyzing 

the textual data, I created multiple word clouds and identified key concepts to be further 

examined, as suggested by Wertz et al. (2011), arising, in part, from my theoretical framework. 

For data comparison purposes, I decided to create a number of word clouds, with multiple 

combinations of data groups as listed: only the picture books’ texts; only the social media 

marketing texts; only the publisher’s website/Amazon texts; all the marketing texts (both social 

media and publisher’s website/Amazon); the picture books’ texts and all marketing texts; and 

finally, the non-specific advertising posts on social justice by selected publishing houses. 

This conceptual tool was used specifically to help me select which terms to query further, 

as a way to sift the data and spark curiosity through brainstorming sessions. Even though a word 

cloud is based on numerical data, I only used them as a supporting tool for my qualitative 

analysis, like “visual poem.” This study, with its small data sample of eight titles, was not 

designed as a quantitative analysis of the children’s publishing industry. That said, George Box 

(2009) has famously argued: “All models are wrong, but some models are useful. So, the 

question you need to ask is not ‘Is the model true?’ (it never is) but ‘Is the model good enough 

for this particular application?’” (p. 61). Word clouds proved themselves very useful and “good 

enough” for my purposes. If I had been looking at books that are “bad examples” of social justice 
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training for children, word cloud results would likely vary considerably from what was found in 

this study; therefore, a comparative exploration would be an enriching path for future 

interdisciplinary research.  

Regarding the application of CDA to the illustrations, I used Kress and van Leeuwen’s 

(2006) conceptual process as a guiding framework, looking at the representation of ideas in 

images by analysing character portrayal. More specifically, I used what they call the Symbolic 

Process, which is concerned with elements related particularly to the identity of particular 

characters. This analysis is performed by looking at the presence of “symbolic attributes” (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006). According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), such attributes tend to be 

made prominent by serving as the focal point of images or simply by presenting intrinsic 

conventional symbolic values. Therefore, data collection and analysis for the visual aspect of 

picture books was focused on the portrayal of the characters and cultural markers present in the 

illustrations, such as religious symbols, cultural activities, specific foods, clothing, etc.  

As argued by Sturken and Cartwright (2018), “our interpretation of images depends on 

historical context and our cultural knowledge – the conventions the images use or play off of, the 

other images they refer to, and the familiar figures and symbols they include” (p. 33), with 

meaning residing “not in our initial perception of a sign or representation but in our 

interpretation of the perception and subsequent action based on that perception” (Pierce as cited 

in Sturken and Cartwright, 2018, p. 32). They add that: 

We decode images by interpreting clues pointing to intended, unintended, and even 

merely suggested meanings. These clues may be formal elements such as color, shading, 

tone, contrast, composition, depth, perspective, and style of address. Even seemingly 

neutral elements such as tone and color can take on cultural meanings. We also interpret 

images according to their sociohistorical contexts. (…) We are trained to read for cultural 

codes signifying gendered, racial, or class-specific meanings. (p. 33) 

Thus, when I considered any relevant imagery clarifying geographical or social location, issues 

of access, composition, colour palette, complexity, and any historic information that may have 

been emphasized or omitted were all considered. I also tracked whether there were any multi-

media or merchandise tie-ins for specific titles. The book covers and selected illustrations are 

provided in my discussion of data analysis. 

To fully explore and gather the illustration data, I created seven questions that were posed 

for every page of the picture books, in addition to the cover images. All the relevant answers 
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were recorded with page numbers and a picture of the illustration as data records and as a means 

for further questioning by me and/or future readers and researchers. The same questions were 

posed to the social media marketing materials that have accompanying images/illustrations 

different from the book covers. The questions that guided the illustration CDA are as follows: 

1. Who is in the picture? Would any of the characters be considered part of a visible 

minority? Does the text on the page also inform any relation to that minoritized group or 

is it just the image? 

2. What is the ratio of the character compared to their surroundings? 

3. How is colour used on this page? (Warm or cold? Neutral or bold? Does it bring a 

spotlight to any specific part of the page?) 

4. Is this a realistic illustration or a fantastical one? What are the elements that dictate that 

assessment? 

5. Are there any symbolic attributes present on this page? How does it impact the story or 

the character’s portrayal? What part of the narrative does the symbol illuminate? 

6. Does the image inform the reader about anything regarding the geographical or social 

location of the characters? Does it provide any historic information about the characters 

or locations? 

7. Is there any text incorporated in the illustrations? If yes, what does it convey? 

By analyzing the visual and textual data using CDA with the assistance of NVivo, I have 

worked to provide deeper insight into how the North American children’s literature market is 

approaching social inclusion, and how effective such efforts may be. It is vital to identify the 

primary terms circulating in childhood social justice education and how they may be influencing 

critical literacies, as well as whether children, themselves, are being included in these important 

conversations. Summarizing how children’s literature is functioning or could function as a site of 

social justice education, my study evaluates whether the industry is helping children to see 

themselves as people with potential and as full participants in the processes of understanding and 

creating not only literature, but also, more inclusive realities for themselves and others. This 

research is designed to help fill a gap in the existent literature regarding intersectional 

representations of diversity in North American children’s picture book production and to 

promote critical literacy goals and offer tools to the adults involved in the creative/publishing 

process as well as in the purchasing/teaching aspect of children’s literature. 
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It would have been wonderful to interview picture book creators about their ideas and 

intentions for and involvements in the development of illustrations and marketing materials for 

their books, if any, and to explore publishers’ reception and promotion of their ideas, particularly 

in relation to expanded corporate accountabilities. However, for this MA research, I had to limit 

myself due to time and other resource constraints. Further research into the process of creating a 

picture book as well as the participation of the authors in the creation of the marketing materials 

and illustrations is advised. This further investigation would provide great insights into the 

publishing industry and the challenges social justice efforts face in the publishing process, taking 

this study to a natural next level of depth. 

 

3.2 Selected Picture Books 

Following is a brief catalogue of the selected picture books accompanied by their covers 

(which will be presented in a bigger format in Chapter 4), bibliographic information, and a brief 

description in my own words of their plots. In addition, “Table 1 - Mapping Intersectionalities” 

presents some social justice topics that could be discussed, based on each story. 

 

• Eyes That Kiss in the Corners (HarperCollins, USA, 2021) – 

Written by Joanna Ho and illustrated by Dung Ho: A little girl of 

Chinese descent talks about how the shape of her eyes that “kiss in 

the corners and glow like warm tea” connects her with her family 

and her culture. Since this title is a new release, there is no award 

information available.  

 

• Just Ask!: Be Different, Be Brave, Be You (Philomel Books, USA, 

2019) – Written by Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor and 

illustrated by Rafael López: While they work on a garden together 

the children talk about their unique qualities and explain their 

disabilities to their new friends, who are eager to ask questions. 

Just Ask! was a #1 New York Times bestseller. 
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• Ho'onani: Hula Warrior (Tundra Books, Canada, 2019) – Written 

by Heather Gale and illustrated by Mika Song: Ho’onani doesn’t 

identify as a boy or a girl, as expected by others around her, but she 

is extremely proud of her culture and her talents. “Ho'onani: Hula 

Warrior” was one of the New York Public Library’s Best Books for 

Kids 2019 and one of the Ontario Library Association’s 2019 Top 

Ten Titles. Disclaimer: even though the character of Ho’onani 

doesn’t identify with binary gender expectations the pronoun “she” 

is used in this title. 

 

• Hair Love (Penguin Random House, USA, 2019) – Written by 

Matthew A. Cherry and illustrated by Vashti Harrison: An African 

American girl wants her hair to look extra special for a special 

occasion, and her father helps her with this task, creating a 

connection between her hair, love, and her family. The book is 

based on the Academy-Award-winning animated short, Hair Love, 

which was an NAACP Image Award Nominee and an Irma Black 

Award Nominee.  

 

 

• Mustafa (Groundwood Books, Canada, 2018) – Written and 

illustrated by Marie-Louise Gay: Mustafa is a little Middle Eastern 

boy who moved to a new land with his family. He has nightmares 

about war and can’t speak the language of the new country, but he 

faces his insecurities and makes a new friend. “Mustafa” was a TD 

Canadian Children's Literature Award finalist. 
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• Julián Is a Mermaid (Candlewick Press, USA, 2018) – Written and 

illustrated by Jessica Love: Julián is a little boy of Latin American 

descent who loves mermaids and dreams about being one; until one 

day he puts on a makeshift wig, fin, and makeup to become one, 

and is surprised by his grandmother’s reaction. “Julián Is a 

Mermaid” was the winner of a 2019 Stonewall Book Award, and 

its sequel, Julián at the Wedding (2020) explores Julián’s 

experiences at a same-sex wedding.  

➢ Candlewick is an independent press, so this text will be used to 

help me consider whether diversity of presses supports more 

diverse texts.  

 

• Trampoline Boy (Tundra Books, Canada, 2018) – Written by Nan 

Forler and Illustrated by Marion Arbona: Described by the 

publisher as a book about a child on the autism spectrum, 

Trampoline Boy tells the story of a little boy who only wants to 

bounce on his trampoline all day; he gets teased and called “weird” 

by other children because of this, until one day the trampoline helps 

him make a new friend.  

 

• When We Were Alone (HighWater Press, Canada, 2016) – Written 

by David A. Robertson and illustrated by Julie Flett: A girl and her 

grandmother talk about residential school memories and trauma, 

highlighting all that the grandma chooses to do now because she 

was once not allowed to, unless she was alone. “When We Were 

Alone” was the winner of the Governor General’s Literary Awards 

– Illustrated Books, a finalist for the TD Canadian Children’s 

Literature Award, and more. 
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➢ HighWater is an independent press, so this text will be used to 

help me consider whether diversity of presses supports diverse 

texts.  

➢ Cree words are incorporated into the illustrations and text of 

When We Were Alone, a practice which will ground consideration 

of the role of minoritized languages in creator approaches to 

children’s literature. 

 

Table 3.1 – Mapping Intersectionalities: Social justice topics that could be addressed with 

the selected titles 

 

Selected Picture Books Social Justice Themes 

Eyes That Kiss in the Corners 

(HarperCollins, USA, 2021)  

Cultural diversity, racial diversity, self-love, racism 

towards Asians/Asian-Americans (a critical emphasis 

given racialized COVID-19-related hate crimes). 

Just Ask!: Be Different, Be Brave, 

Be You (Philomel Books, USA, 

2019) 

Disabilities, human differences, dialogue, empathy, 

ecojustice, horticultural therapy. 

Ho'onani: Hula Warrior (Tundra 

Books, Canada, 2019)  

Gender stereotypes, gender nonconformity, gender 

expression, gender performance, cultural diversity, self-

love, 2SLGBTQ+ phobia and pro-social choices. 

Hair Love (Penguin Random 

House, USA, 2019)  

Racial diversity, racism, self-love, gender stereotypes, 

parental stereotyping, family dynamics, beauty 

standards. 

Mustafa (Groundwood Books, 

Canada, 2018) 

 

Cultural and racial diversities, racism, newcomer 

experiences, xenophobia, war, refugees, immigration, 

hope, compassion. 
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Julián Is a Mermaid (Candlewick 

Press, USA, 2018)  

Cultural diversity, gender stereotypes, gender 

performance, gender nonconformity, 2SLGBTQ+ pride, 

family dynamics. 

Trampoline Boy (Tundra Books, 

Canada, 2018)  

Cognitive disabilities, autism, prejudice, bullying, 

differing perspectives, solidarity. 

When We Were Alone (HighWater 

Press, Canada, 2016)  

Indigenous culture, cultural diversity, colonialism, 

racism, residential schools, trauma, truth, and 

reconciliation. 

 

3.3 Summary 

 As indicated, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) unveils the potentials for teaching 

critical literacies inherent in children picture books with social justice topics. Applied to the 

selected picture books, CDA allows me to delve into the intersectional representations within the 

books through an analysis of the use of text and image.  

With the support of NVivo as a data organizing and explorations tool, and of Kress and 

van Leeuwen’s (2006) methods for performing discourse analysis involving images, the 

application of CDA to this research goes beyond the surface level of texts and illustration, to 

identify and develop possible age-appropriate opportunities to discuss the social justice topics 

present in the selected picture books. My analysis also engages Corporate Political Advocacy 

(CPA) – a marketing approach designed to attract discerning consumers who wish to provide 

opportunities for children to learn about equity, diversity, inclusion, and decolonization. My goal 

in exploring CPA is to understand the thinking behind social media marketing campaigns and 

their effects in positioning children’s picture books for targeted markets. By deeply 

contextualizing my analysis of the selected texts and their marketing materials, I hope to propose 

alternate social outcomes to publishing bottom lines, such as critical literacies engagement.  
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Chapter 4 – Social Justice and Corporate Political Advocacy in Children’s Literature 

Publishing 

 

 Before I dive into the data analysis, I would like to begin with a reminder that my data is 

drawn from eight selected picture books. This small sample of texts, chosen as exemplars for 

discussing equity issues with children, illustrates how social justice books may operate 

individually and together to illuminate their topics in an intersectional way, through the visual 

and textual vocabularies mobilized in each. It is important to note that the selected texts 

demonstrate more diversity amongst themselves than is typical in the much larger market of 

children’s books. I did not choose poor examples or children’s books that abstain from inclusive 

representation. Much work remains to increase the numbers of picture books that include social 

justice topics for the North American market. 

 To map the social justice interventions deployed in each book, I rely on the concept of 

“windows, mirrors and doors” (Bishop, 1990; Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Cox & Galda, 1990; 

Galda, 1998; Hurley, 2005; Johnson & Koss, 2016; Thomas, 2016; Wiltse, 2015) in analyzing 

both the text and illustrations according to their effectiveness in supporting critical literacies. To 

repeat, this theoretical framework looks for personal representations (self-recognition as a 

mirror), introductions to human differences (looking outside the self as through a window that 

broadens the learning experience), and invitations to action (like doors which open toward the 

child’s agency to act on what they have learned about themselves and the world). This method 

for mapping intersectional critical literacies provides a clear path for the adult or child reader to 

situate themselves in relation to the narrative and in the world based on the specific social justice 

topic. I have used this approach to offer resources for adults seeking to provide children with 

counter-stories to prevailing hegemonies. 

 

4.1 Textual Data Analysis 

 As discussed in my previous chapter, I have used NVivo as a supporting data 

management software. In NVivo, I was able to code the collected data and start performing my 

data analysis. I inputted all of the text from the selected picture books, the selected social media 
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marketing materials, the publisher’s websites/Amazon-provided synopses, and the additional 

generalized social justice publishers’ digital media posts. Then, I was able to code the various 

items into categories and analyze them separately, by format, as well as in comparative groups. 

To visualize trends in the textual data collected, I used the word cloud tool in NVivo to create 

multiple combinations: 1) Picture books’ texts; 2) Social media marketing texts; 3) Publishers’ 

website/Amazon promotional texts; 4) All marketing texts (both on social media and the 

publisher’s website/Amazon); 5) All picture books’ texts and marketing texts; 6) Generalized 

publisher posts on social justice.  

 Word clouds provide visual “representations of word frequency that give greater 

prominence to words appearing more frequently in a source text. The larger the word [in the 

cloud image created] the more common the word was in the document” (Henderson, 2020). 

However, word clouds limit the data represented to frequency. Therefore, word clouds can guide 

interpretation of the data by making the most frequent words evident, but cannot identify 

strategically vital individual occurrences of key terms. Because the placement of a word could, in 

some cases, be as critical in its unique application as a frequently used term, I consider not only 

frequency of usage, but also where a given data item is situated in a specific text or texts. 

Therefore, frequency and placement of text in the picture books are both key factors in my 

assessments. The word clouds generated by NVivo are presented in Figures 4.1 to 4.6: 

 

  

Figure 4.1 – Word Cloud: Only the 

picture books’ texts 

Figure 4.2 – Word Cloud: Only the social 

media marketing texts 
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In an effort to act on my commitments to strong objectivity and to immerse myself in the 

data thoroughly, I printed all the word clouds and did multiple CDA brainstorming sessions over 

the time span of a month. I wrote down all my impressions and reflections on the words 

appearing in the word clouds, and noted whether I had expected they would show up with the 

volume they did in the data or not. This process allowed me to analyze the data multiple times 

and find the words that needed further investigation through CDA. My process involved the use 

of colourful pens to help me create categories: blue for the words I expected to arise from the 

data, i.e., the “buzzwords;” red for the words I didn’t expect to see in such volume – what I 

Figure 4.3 – Word Cloud: Only the 

publisher’s website/Amazon texts 

Figure 4.4 – Word Cloud: All the marketing 

texts (both social media and publisher’s 

website/Amazon) 

Figure 4.5 – Word Cloud: All picture books’ 

texts and all marketing texts 

website/Amazon) 

Figure 4.6 – Word Cloud: Generalized 

publisher posts on social justice 
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called “happy surprises;” and green for marketing-related words likely to show up in the data. 

About the “happy surprises,” it is important to note that they were “happy” because the books 

selected were identified as good resources for establishing social justice critical literacies. If 

expanded to a larger data sample that also included poor examples, I am sure “unfortunate 

surprises” would be present too. Further, I also used highlighters to signal words that showed up 

in high volume across all the word clouds. For the first few rounds of CDA, I did not label each 

word cloud, to see if I could identify them, simply through reading the data. To facilitate an 

open-ended perspective on my part, the final labelling of each word cloud was only established 

by the end of the third round of the analysis.  

 The two terms that were most evident in the majority of the word clouds were “love” and 

“different,” the latter an expected term as a common buzzword in superficial social justice 

discussions. These terms showed up in an average of 23.6 and 20.4 times respectively in the 

word clouds, with the exception of the one representing generalized posts on social justice, 

which generated a considerably different set of data to be discussed later in this chapter. 

Following these terms, “hair,” “girl,” “eyes,” and “celebration” were also highly represented, 

with an average of 16.4, 16, 15.2, and 8.4 occurrences, respectively. It is important to note that 

the term “hair” is specific to one of the pictures books, Hair Love, so high occurrence was 

expected, as was the term “eyes,” which is specific to Eyes That Kiss in the Corners, and 

“wahine,” specific to Ho’onani: Hula Warrior. The emphasis on embodied physical features is 

noteworthy as an indication of their symbolic valences in the categorization of social differences, 

as all three books attempt to undermine the tyrannies of small differences. 

 “Love” had a high occurrence in all word clouds, with the exception of the generalized 

publisher posts, which was, for me, a positive surprise. I have interpreted the high recurrence of 

“love” as a reflection of the current social focus on self-love and self-acceptance, a phenomenon 

that seems to have bled into children’s literature. The high volume of the word “love” in books 

that discuss neurodiversity as well as diversity in gender, race, and beyond provides an example 

of effective positive mirrors and windows in children’s literature. If read as a window, the term 

“love” invokes emotions such as compassion and solidarity with the protagonists the child reader 

is learning about, focusing on humanizing instead of othering them. “Love” may even be 

considered a door, in my view, as it invites the child reader to love themselves and human 

differences as presented through counter-narratives, bringing compassion into the human 
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relational networks that are being developed in childhood, as well as affirming the notion that 

everyone has a self and deserves affirmations of their self-worth within the society. 

In the case of the selected books, the representations of love center around self-love or 

parental love, which provide good mirrors and windows for emulation by children and care-

giving adults in their daily relationships, as modeled through constructive examples of dialogue, 

attention, care, and patience. However, not all care-giving relationships are loving. Since my 

focus has been on proactive engagements with social justice efforts, this study’s sample does not 

address abusive familial relationships. While such problematic mirrors and windows are 

challenging, they are crucial in emphasizing recognition that uncovers domestic forms of abuse. 

According to hooks (2000), “abuse and neglect negate love. Care and affirmation, the opposite of 

abuse and humiliation, are the foundation of love,” and “no one can rightfully claim to be loving 

when behaving abusively. Yet parents do this all the time in our culture. Children are told that 

they are loved even though they are being abused” (p. 27).  

One example of a current Canadian picture book that addresses severe domestic abuse is 

The Big Bad Wolf in My House (Fontaine & Dion, 2020). While I have not included it among my 

selected texts, I provide a brief discussion here, to illustrate this critical point. Big Bad Wolf in 

My House tells the story of a girl whose mother invites her boyfriend to live with them, but he 

turns out to be a familiar version of the Red Riding Hood villain who emotionally and physically 

abuses mother and child, until they leave to find help. The story is told from the child’s point of 

view, and when they finally leave and go to a women’s shelter she says that “the Big Bad Wolf 

can huff and puff all he wants, but this house will not fall down” (Fontaine & Dion, 2020, p. 31), 

unlike her blanket or bedroom door, which were not enough to keep the wolf away.  

Domestic violence is a tough subject, but a book like this might be exactly what some 

children need to identify what is happening in their home and to ask for outside help, offering a 

door to agency and a better future. The use of the Big Bad Wolf figure here, a classic fairy tale 

villain, makes this difficult topic easier to understand – since no one would want to live with the 

Big Bad Wolf. By using a fantastical element taken straight out of familiar fairy tales, this book 

can make approaching the topic a little less scary. As argued by Martin (2006), “fairy tales are 

woven into the very fabric of Western culture at the same time that they are adapted to the 

ideologies and technologies of the day” (p. 6); the same is true here, where the bad intentions of 

the infamous Big Bad Wolf are all that is needed to reveal his character. Therefore, by 
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“interacting creatively with the inherited narratives of [fairy-tale] culture” (Martin, 2006, p. 6), 

the windows and mirrors provided in this text are efficient in informing the child (or adult) 

reader, even providing help-line numbers for domestic abuse in the end papers. 

 When discussing love and its forms of expression, especially with children, it is 

important to keep in mind the complexities and nuances that the word entails. In “All About 

Love” bell hooks (2000) argues that “to demystify the meaning of love, the art and practice of 

loving, we need to use sound definitions of love when talking with children, and we also need to 

ensure that loving action is never tainted with abuse (p. 28). Because children have been 

understood historically, and even today, as “the property of parenting adults to do with as they 

will” (p. 25), the harsh discipline of “spare the rod and spoil the child” persists in many corners. 

Thus, “children from all classes [believe] that they love their parents and are loved by them, even 

those who are being hurt or abused” (hooks, 2000, p. 25). Children “learn about love in 

childhood, whether [their] homes are happy or troubled, [their] families functional or 

dysfunctional, it’s the original school of love” (hooks, 2000, p. 24). To this day there are 

“grown-ups who parent who don’t know how to love” (p. 24), and children who grow up 

thinking that abusive behaviour is love. “Questions about love's relationship to reality and how 

the realm of the aesthetic, including language, mediates relationships that claim it are central 

themes in both traditional philosophy and contemporary feminist love studies” (Ferguson & 

Toye, 2017, p. 7). Therefore, the interrogation of love is also relevant in the realm of childhood 

studies, including children’s literature.  

As argued by hooks (2000), “there can be no love without justice. Until we live in a 

culture that not only respects but also upholds basic civil rights for children, most children will 

not know love” (p. 25, 26). Therefore, it is vital that children’s books provide good windows and 

mirrors, demonstrating what loving relationships entail. When children learn what love is and is 

not, they can advocate for a loving upbringing for themselves or for other children in their lives – 

in the present or in the future –, ending the cycle of abusive “love” towards children. 

 The term “different” was another predictable buzzword that I expected to arise from the 

data. Unlike “love,” however, use of the word “different” might support the feelings and 

practices of “othering.” “Different from what?” is the question that comes to mind. In discussing 

human differences – it is important to note the contrast between deployment of “differences” and 

“different;” the plurality of the first term is more inclusive to all of the unique human forms and 
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approaches of self-expression, while the latter opposes something familiar, implying the 

existence of normalized similarities. This polarization of the different and familiar, conjures 

hegemonic North American structures framing white supremacist/cis/male/ableist/capitalist 

processes. Singling out a specific group or individual could reinforce ideas of superiority or 

inferiority that might harm the child reader’s power to imagine a good future for themselves and 

others, as members of a plurality of interwoven human communities, with social agency. That 

said, the term “different” may also provide opportunities to reflect critically upon the need to 

respect social diversities.  

 When I analyzed the occurrences of the term “different,” with an emphasis on placement, 

I noticed it was not used to “other” the characters so identified, but to find comfort and belonging 

in that “othering,” not through isolation but rather, solidarity. The word “different” appeared in 

more than one picture book, but most of the occurrences were in Just Ask!, more specifically in 

the “Letter to the readers” at the beginning of the book. In this letter, the author, US Supreme 

Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor (2019) states that, “some of us have conditions that require 

medicines or tools to manage things that other kids never have to deal with. Some of our 

difficulties are not even visible to others, but they make us feel different” (p. 3), an experience 

she had as a child with juvenile diabetes. However, she adds that as she “grew older, [she] 

realized that there are many ways to be, that [she] was not alone in feeling different,” and that 

with this picture book she hopes that:  

By seeing yourself or your friends in this story, you will understand that we’re all 

different, and you will find that notion comforting and empowering. I hope too that you 

will recognize what we have in common. Instead of fearing our differences or ignoring 

them, we can shed light on them and explore them together. If you ever wonder why 

someone is doing something different from other kids, just ask. (Sotomayor, 2019, p. 3) 

Sotomayor’s introduction shows the reader how the book can function as “mirrors” for those 

who feel different and “othered,”  “windows” for those who do not see themselves in the book 

and fit more neatly into the “norms” of our society, and “doors” for all to ask learning questions 

in order to appreciate our human differences. Sotomayor’s letter envisions all readers, regardless 

of whether or not they fit prevailing “norms” as humans with differences. This feeling is 

explored throughout the picture book, not only by the characters who present their differences 

and talk about them, but also by the garden they are planting, which is described as a “magical 

place” where “thousands of plants bloom together” even though “every flower, every berry, and 
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everything leaf is different” (Sotomayor, 2019, p. 4). Therefore, this picture book uses the 

potential of the term “different” as a badge of solidarity that provides intersectional 

mirrors/windows/doors, mobilizing critical literacies among child and adult readers toward 

inclusive actions. When discussing the inclusion of paratext as part of the book, Genette and 

Maclean (1991) argue that reading paratextual materials is not a must, but that those who do read 

the rest of the book differently than those who do not. The use of the word “different” and its 

meanings are clearly contextualized as positive and community-building if the reader does not 

skip the “Letter to the readers.”  

 Differences also inform the highest density terms found in the data; “hair,” “girl,” and 

“celebration” were all happy surprises. The high occurrence of “girl” represents a shifting 

emphasis on genders in children’s literature. “Girl” might seem a fairly predictable descriptor in 

children’s literature, but a high volume of books with male or animal characters has been the 

norm for decades, with “girls” only appearing as princesses or in other highly binarized gendered 

themes. The fact that “girl” was a highly used term in selected books that address social justice 

matters shows emerging potentials for feminist content. Even though “girl” is a gendered term 

qualifying children assigned female at birth, the disassociation with princess tales and all-pink 

books shows an effort toward inclusivity and more diverse forms of gender expression. This 

analysis, however, cannot be applied to the entire body of North American picture books. While 

I hope counter-stories that negate gender stereotypes are increasing, a larger sample would be 

required to confirm a significant shift.  

The high occurrence of the term “hair,” also works to bring power and pride to a 

characteristic that has been used to uphold racism in ways that diminish and “other” Black 

people. Even though specific to one picture book, Hair Love, the high occurrence of the word 

“hair” affirms the importance of engaging targeted characteristics in the process of creating anti-

racist counter-narrative stories that serve as mirrors, windows, and doors for children, especially 

when identified as a resource informing love and family connection.  

The emphasis on physical attributes is important in picture books designed to advance 

anti-racist critical literacies because racism exploits what is visible to the eye. Unfortunately, 

white-supremacist societies still attempt to dictate beauty standards, bombarding minoritized 

children from every direction with the message that fair skin, straight hair, a slender figure, and 

round blue eyes are beautiful, undermining self-esteem in children who do not find themselves 
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represented. Picture books like Hair Love are vital in raising anti-racist children with informative 

mirrors and windows that support good self-esteem and mutually respectful critical literacies that 

illuminate bright and hopeful futures for all children. 

The same can be noted with the “eyes” in Eyes That Kiss in the Corners. The “eyes” in 

that case also work as anti-racist mirrors/windows/doors as the girl protagonist reclaims her 

racialized traits as something to be proud of, something she loves and that connects her with her 

family and culture. It is important to recall here the data shared in Figure 1.1: “An updated look 

at diversity in children’s books” (2019), which shows that only 10% of children’s books in 2018 

depicted African/African American characters and 7% depicted Asian Pacific Islanders/Asian 

Pacific Americans, with 50% of books focused on white characters and 27% on animals or other 

creatures. These numbers show a clear need for effective mirrors/windows/doors supporting 

racialized children living in North America. The interventionist windows, mirrors, and doors 

constructed through counter-narratives in such stories allow not only for anti-racist literature that 

gives children opportunities to develop self-love and worth in a society that might say otherwise, 

but also to help them imagine better futures for themselves, with agency based in critical 

thinking.  

Other terms that caught my attention as expected in my data analyses were: “unique,” 

“empowering/powerful,” and “special,” common buzzwords in publisher discussions of social 

justice; and “starred review,” “award,” and “bestseller,” marketing-related words that draw 

attention and sales to specific books. Some additional terms that were “happy surprises” in the 

word clouds were: “justice,” “acceptance,” “abilities,” “feel,” “beautiful,” “identity,” 

“Indigenous/Black/Asian,” “self,” “together,” “learn,” and “understand.” However, these words, 

both expected and not expected, did not show as uniquely relevant in my research, and will not 

be further discussed. Nonetheless, most of these terms would work as appropriate, or even great, 

mirrors, windows, and doors, even if brief ones, and their occurrence at all is worth celebrating 

as evidence of intersectional counter-storytelling. 

In addition to terms with high occurrence in several word clouds, the final category – the 

generalized publisher’s posts on social justice – provided a particular set of data. These social 

media posts did not relate directly to the marketing of any of the eight selected picture books and 

only served as informative presentations about social justice agendas affirmed by the publishers 

selected for this study. The word cloud derived from these posts shows that the discussion of 
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social justice matters, when directed to the adults that purchase children’s books, remains closely 

connected to the concept of Corporate Social Advocacy (CSA) and uses a very specific 

vocabulary. The word density in this category included multiple terms presented in high volume. 

Some of the main words that arose from the data in this context were “Indigenous” (with the 

highest volume in the collected data with 9 occurrences), “educate,” “history,” “support,” 

“residential,” “communities,” “resources,” and more. Some of the words that caught my attention 

as especially “happy surprises” in an already very rich category were: “equity,” “critical,” 

“crisis,” commitment,” “grieve,” “survivors,” and “reflect.” Considering the influence that the 

adults involved in the process of purchasing and giving children access to quality literature have 

in the critical interpretation and outcomes of the books that children read, this category 

demonstrates that the discussion involving social justice matters surrounding children’s literature 

is informed by an intersectional vocabulary. This vocabulary might not be readily available for 

the children on the pages of picture books, but it certainly frames the bigger discussions that the 

publishers are promoting. For the critical eye of the parent/caretaker/teacher/librarian wishing to 

explore and discuss these social justice subjects critically with children, the intersectional 

vocabulary is available to contribute to the windows/mirrors/doors provided in picture books, 

and as tools to develop children’s agency through expanded critical literacies and vocabularies.  

If the intersectional vocabulary emerging from social justice activisms are not fully 

available to child readers directly on the pages of picture books yet, the windows, mirrors, and 

doors that are there offer adult book providers with terms they can introduce in age-appropriate 

contexts. The vocabulary framed directly for children might be simple, but the fact that the adults 

who purchase these materials have access to more complex intersectional vocabulary offers a 

gleam of hope that the children may also access this critical vocabulary via relational 

explorations supported by the picture books. The interpretation of picture books by readers, 

children or not, occurs not only in reading, but also in deciphering the complementary images, 

which play an equal part in the creation of meaning. Therefore, intersectional potentials for 

developing critical literacies can be further explored through the images, opening up even more 

mirrors, windows, and doors to the child reader. 
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4.2 Visual Data Analysis 

 The collection and critical discourse analysis of the visual data took place over a couple 

of months in which I viewed and reviewed the images from the selected picture books and 

interrogated multiple intersectional aspects of each through my assessments of the presence of 

“symbolic attributes” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006) – conventional indicators of intrinsic 

symbolic values – as well as character depiction, page composition, colour palette, 

realism/fantasy, geographical/social locations, and words incorporated in the illustration. The 

interrogated topics included race, gender, gender expression, ability, social location, 

geographical location, and more. As mentioned before, for the illustration analysis I created a set 

of questions that were posed to every illustrated page of the books, as well as to the book cover 

and to the materials used in the social media marketing data. The set of questions was: 

1. Who is in the picture? Would any of the characters be considered part of a visible 

minority? Does the text on the page also inform any relation to that minoritized group or 

is it just the image? 

2. What is the spatial ratio of the character compared to their surroundings? 

3. How is colour used on this page? (Warm or cold? Does it bring a spotlight to any specific 

part of the page?) 

4. Is this a realistic illustration or a fantastical one? What are the elements that determine 

that? 

5. Are there any symbolic attributes present on this page? How do they impact the story or 

the character’s portrayal? What perspectives are they informing? 

6. Does the image inform anything regarding the geographical or social location of the 

characters? Does it provide any historic information about the characters or locations? 

7. Is there any text incorporated into the illustrations? If yes, what does it suggest? 

 To register the data and to make it easier for me to come back and analyze multiple times, 

I chose to create a Google Docs spreadsheet to record my analysis regarding the questions as 

well as a Google Drive folder with all of the relevant illustrations, numbered according to the 

spreadsheet. Because of copyright laws, I am not able to make all images available here, but I 

have included the cover of all the picture books and some relevant images to illustrate my 

discussion. In addition, the page number of any illustrations discussed are included for the 
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purpose of future investigations by myself and other researchers who might wish to utilize the 

selected books. Following are all the selected picture book covers: 

 

  

 

Figure 4.7 – Cover for Eyes That Kiss in the 

Corners (Ho & Ho, 2021) 

 

Figure 4.8 – Cover for Just Ask! Be Different, 

Be Brave, Be You (Sotomayor & López, 

2019) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9 – Cover for Ho'onani: Hula 

Warrior (Gale & Song, 2019) 

 

Figure 4.10 – Cover for Hair Love (Cherry & 

Harrison, 2019) 
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Figure 4.11 – Cover for Mustafa (Gay, 2018) 

 

Figure 4.12 – Cover for Julián Is a Mermaid 

(Love, 2018) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.13 – Cover for Trampoline Boy 

(Forler & Arbona, 2018) 

 

Figure 4.14 – Cover for When We Were Alone 

(Robertson & Flett, 2016) 
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The first thing I noticed when analyzing illustrations involving who was being portrayed 

in the images, was that the main characters are children in all the selected picture books. This 

seems obvious, but it is not irrelevant, as part of the creation of mirrors and windows is seeing 

one’s self or peers in the pages of books. With children as the main characters, often 

accompanied by peers or family members, the picture books provide opportunities for self-

identification (mirrors), peer compassion (windows), intergenerational relationship modeling, 

and an invitation to agency by example (doors), with many opportunities to engage in learning 

critical literacies. Regarding whom the children depicted on the pages are, the data shows a wide 

variety of racialized and gender identities, abilities, and cultural backgrounds, with many 

characters who are part of visible minorities. Furthermore, the portrayal of minoritized characters 

in a positive light, at center stage, with their social struggles being told from their perspective 

and in their voices, provides child readers with counter-stories and opportunities for 

intersectional critical literacies learning. A couple of examples include Just Ask!, a book about 

children with various disabilities (as well as races and genders, even though this is not directly 

the topic of the book) building a garden together, and Ho’oanani, which tells the story of a non-

binary Hawaiian child who wants to be a hula warrior. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.15 – Just Ask! Be Different, Be Brave, 

Be You (Sotomayor & Loópez, 2019, p. 11) 

 

Figure 4.16 – Ho'onani: Hula Warrior (Gale & 

Song, 2019, p. 40) 
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 Regarding the ratio of the characters on the pages and the colour palettes used in the 

illustrations, it was interesting to note the wide variations that happened within each picture 

book. Instead of having one single colour palette and a set ratio for an entire book, the colours 

and their intensities, as well as the illustration colour ratios varied according to the emotions 

depicted on the page. This strategy for conveying emotions is widely used in picture book 

illustrations, and learning how to read them is an important part of learning critical literacies, as 

grasping shared colour codes and conventions shapes the meaning-making processes of a text. 

The use of colour and the image ratios in picture books also inform the synergistic relationships 

between written and visual texts, as they work together to build meaning and convey emotions to 

the reader of any given picture book. The combination of visual and written emotional cues plays 

a vital part in learning critical literacies by helping children to interpret human interactions and 

emotions and to mimic them, while learning about their own emotions and developing empathy 

with diverse human experiences and feelings.  

One example of this variety of visual cues within a single picture book in the use of 

colours and the composition of the images in the pages occurs in When We Were Alone, 

illustrated by Julia Flett. In this picture book, the illustrations convey the change of mood in the 

story if the girl’s Kókom (grandmother) is sharing a story about her times of trauma in the 

residential school system or if readers see her in the present-day, spending time with her family 

and living her culture, freely. In the first case, as shown in Figure 4.17, the colours are muted and 

cold, and the girl’s Kókom is small and visually oppressed, with not even her own shadow 

present. However, in the second image, Figure 4.18, when Kókom is an adult reunited with her 

family and passing on her culture, the illustration is colourful and lively, and both characters take 

up most of the page, framing a loving and warm event instead of a cold and lonely one. 
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Figure 4.17 – When We Were Alone 

(Robertson & Flett, 2016, p. 13) 

 

Figure 4.18 – When We Were Alone 

(Robertson & Flett, 2016, p. 13, p. 5) 

 

I was happily surprised with the use of multiple fantastical tools to tell mostly realistic 

stories. The notion of fantasy as something unrealistic or overtly imaginary may be explored in 

picture books in varied ways. These include but are not limited to: the dream-like visions created 

by the characters’ imaginations (see Figures 4.19 and 4.22, where imaginary possibilities arise 

both from cultural heritage and adventurous self-discovery) or shifts in perspective that alter a 

character’s relationship to the world and their projected self-images (see Figures 4.20 and 4.22, 

for illustrations that build on self-love narratives). This use of illustrations with elements of 

fantasy proved essential to conveying many intersectional cultural elements in the selected 

picture books. The synergistic relationship between visual and written text was often achieved 

through a combination of realism and fantasy. The fantastical illustrations allowed the stories to 

go beyond the everyday life of the protagonists and include many symbolic attributes that could 

open up critical literacy discussions involving multiple generations and various other mirrors and 

windows. These components of the illustrations also work to emphasize positive 

mirrors/windows already present in the written text that reiterate messages of self-love/worth and 

empathy. The use of fantastical tools in the illustrations, therefore, helps engage the child 

reader’s imagination in the story, not only sharing counter-stories that might work as great 
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windows, mirrors, and doors, but allowing the children to imagine their own cultural 

backgrounds and their future possibilities in a positive light.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19 – Eyes That Kiss in the Corners (Ho 

& Ho, 2021, p. 16,17) 

 

Figure 4.20 – Just Ask! Be Different, Be 

Brave, Be You (Sotomayor & Loópez, 

2019, p. 7) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.21 – Hair Love (Cherry & Harrison, 

2019, p. 8, 9) 

 

Figure 4.22 – Trampoline Boy (Forler & 

Arbona, 2018, p. 46,47) 
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As for symbolic attributes, it is possible to argue that the main characters themselves act as 

symbolic figures on multiple occasions, being the ones to incorporate their cultural attributes. 

Examples include Zuri’s traditional African American hairstyles in Hair Love, which she 

proudly connects with her parents and with love, and the eyes of the main character in Eyes That 

Kiss in the Corners, which “kiss in the corners and glow like warm tea, crinkle into crescent 

moons, and are filled with stories of the past and hope for the future” (Ho & Ho, 2021, book 

jacket) just like her mother’s, her grandmother’s, and her little sister’s. Some of the picture books 

also contain more traditional symbolic attributes. The presence of Chinese Gods and 

mythological creatures, traditional clothing, and more in Eyes That Kiss in the Corner connect 

the female protagonist with her cultural heritage; the birds, kites, and balloons in Trampoline Boy 

represent how the main character feels like he can fly when he is jumping on his trampoline; the 

images of war in Mustafa, accompanied by travel illustrations and the mother’s traditional hijab, 

help position Mustafa and his family as war refugees; Julián’s drag outfit in Julián is a Mermaid, 

embodies his desire to be a mermaid, and his Abuela’s (grandmother’s) pearl necklace suggests 

acceptance and love. Figures 4.23 and 4.24 illustrate two of the examples of the symbolic 

attributes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.23 – Mustafa (Gay, 2018, p. 18, 19) 



 
 

 
 

72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.24 – Julián Is a Mermaid (Love, 2018, p. 26) 

 

Regarding the geographical or social locations of the characters, not all picture books 

have illustrations that give clear information. However, the locations that are depicted can reveal 

a lot about a given character’s cultural and socio-political background without overtly discussing 

it, augmenting the creation of multiple intersectional mirrors and windows. With geographical 

and social location cues available in the illustrations, the mirrors and windows representing 

minoritized groups are efficient in creating a visual connection that might otherwise have been 

lost, even if not discussed overtly in the text. In Eyes That Kiss in the Corners, for example, all 

the characters that are not part of the girl’s family are white, in contrast with the connection that 

she makes between herself, the other women in her family, and her culture. This leads me to 

surmise that they are immigrants in North America, with the girl’s Amah (grandmother) as the 

eldest generational member from her family, offering knowledge of their shared Chinese 

heritage. Julián and his grandmother are also understood as immigrants, in part due to the use of 

the Spanish words “abuela” (grandmother) and “mijo” (an endearingly casual way of saying “mi 

hijo” which means “my son”), suggesting a Latinx background, while living in New York City, 

where the Mermaid Parade takes place. When We Were Alone is a book about the trauma of 

residential school survivors, which places the book in Canada. Ho’onani is about a traditional 

Hawaiian warrior dance, which places the story in Hawaii. Lastly, Mustafa follows the journey 
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of a refugee boy who moves to a new country where he doesn’t speak the language, producing a 

feeling of displacement that is present in both the text and the illustrations.  

Geographical information can be useful in creating mirrors and windows that appeal to 

specific populations, building a relationship of belonging or of solidarity for the child reader. On 

the other hand, the lack of overt geographical information may also help build good mirrors and 

windows, as the themes might appear broader, reaching a bigger audience and teaching about 

more general social justice issues. Therefore, provision of geographical information or lack 

thereof can both offer valuable ways of constructing intersectional counter-narratives, providing 

different lessons in critical literacies that will be beneficial for the child reader regardless of their 

location. Trampoline Boy, Hair Love, and Just Ask! share no overt geographical information; 

however, they still provide critical context. Hair Love tells the story of an African American 

family, without any specific geo-historical background. Nonetheless, because the African 

American population is largely descended from enslaved African people, whose freedoms were 

acquired through struggle, the need to teach children to love their Black hair evolves from a 

history of slavocracy, the effects of which still condition American society. Trampoline Boy and 

Just Ask!, on the other hand, limit geographical information to underscore the universality of 

their characters in an effort to create broad mirrors and windows. Just Ask!, especially, suggests 

multiple geo-historical backgrounds, showing that differences in ability occur all over the world.  

As for social and historical locations, there are some noteworthy examples. Mustafa 

stands out as a picture book in which the change in geographical and social locations is a main 

theme, so there are many illustrations that frame the loneliness of an immigrant child who does 

not speak the language in the new country and the trauma of coming from a warzone, as 

represented in Mustafa’s drawings. These drawings become a critical enactment of his agency, 

virtually on par with that of the author and illustrator. Nonetheless, by the end of the book, 

Mustafa shows himself to be less and less afraid of his new home. In When We Were Alone, 

trauma is also illuminated through the illustrations, in this case arising from residential schools. 

The girl’s Kókom, who is a residential school survivor, shares many memories with her 

granddaughter; the images that illustrate the experiences of residential school violence show 

powerlessness, abuse, isolation, and shared trauma. However, the images of the present time 

show family love and resiliency, even within the context of shared intergenerational traumas. In 

Julián Is a Mermaid the illustrations also work to show a shift in social positioning, as Julián’s 
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expression when he is caught in drag shows that on some level he understands the oppression 

(internalized shame in this instance) that the 2SLGBTQ+ community goes through. This shame, 

however, is replaced by pride when his Abuela shows support for who he is. Finally, Ho’onani 

uses illustrations to inform about the isolation and oppression of gender non-binary people under 

prevailing gender norms, as Ho’onani, who doesn’t see herself as a “wahine” (girl) or “kāne” 

(boy), fights her way into participating in a traditional kāne warrior dance. Trampoline Boy, Hair 

Love, and Just Ask! share no overt social or historical information, but for the critical reader, the 

subjects of race and ability provide a context for engaging multiple social location discussions 

from each of these three books, as discussed previously about the geographical locations.  

The many examples of social and historical locations, overt or not, as well as the changes 

in such locations portrayed in the selected picture books, are a big part of what informs the 

intersectional counter-stories they provide for readers. Social locations and their changes are 

significant sources of critical literacies in picture books as they often illuminate social justice 

themes. The synergistic relationship between written and illustrated texts also contributes to the 

high efficiency with which picture books can address social locations and related social justice 

issues efficiently and effectively. 

Because so many of the disparity-producing effects in Western society arise from the 

ways that capitalism facilitates aggression, forcibly removing people from their lands and 

cultural contexts, sometimes repeatedly, and coercing them to rely on markets rather than 

ancestral and regional networks, social and historical locations are extremely relevant in picture 

books. Consider the displacement of Mustafa and his family by war, which informs the reasons 

he feels “different” and isolated beside the historical and contemporary stripping of land and 

culture from Indigenous peoples all over the world, as explained in When We Were Alone. Both 

picture books provide opportunities for effective social justice discussions that stem from the 

synergistic relationship between brief and simple plots combined with effective illustrations, 

which can trace an arc between personal experiences and world-historic events and related social 

justice interventions. 

The incorporation of words into illustrations also helps emphasize the synergistic 

relationship between text and image in picture books, but are relatively rare, occurring in only 

three of the eight selected books. In Mustafa, the words incorporated in the illustrations on the 

last page are the very first words Mustafa can communicate with his first friend in the new 
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country: their names. In Hair Love words appearing in the illustrations are used as 

onomatopoeias, a tool borrowed from graphic novels to convey sounds, such as a “click” when 

the family takes a selfie, and on the placement of a “welcome home” sign for the mother at the 

end of the book. In When We Were Alone and Ho’onani, however, the use of text in the 

illustrations advances the power of a language other than English, critical in the context of both 

books, one using Cree words that represent the Kókom’s freedom, and the other invoking the 

Hawaiian chant that Ho’onani fights to have the right to sing. Even though seldom used, 

incorporating text into illustrations can be a very powerful tool that highlights a special issue, 

providing cues for the child’s imagination and adult interpretation in storytelling moments.  

 Following are some depictions of geographical or social location, and the incorporation 

of words in the images: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.25 – Mustafa (Gay, 2018, p. 6, 7) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.26 – Ho'onani: Hula Warrior (Gale & Song, 2019, p. 12, 13) 
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Figure 4.27 – When We Were Alone (Robertson & Flett, 2016, p. 17) 

 

When exploring the images used for social media marketing, I found it notable that very 

little information was available on Facebook, with most of the posts appearing on Instagram 

only. Most posts used illustrations from the picture books or book covers, keeping the text 

incorporated in the post’s image to a minimum. However, most of the chosen illustrations were 

reflective of the social justice themes of the books, or at least showed that the book had a 

protagonist that was part of a minoritized group, as the following examples illustrate: 

 

 

 

Figure 4.28 – Groundwood Books 

[@groundwoodbooks]. September 25, 

2019. Advertising for Mustafa. 

Instagram. Retrieved July 22, 2021, 

from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B21mL

WanJ-U/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y= 
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Figure 4.29 – Harper Collins Kids 

[@harperkids]. March 19, 2021. 

Advertising for Eyes That Kiss in the 

Corners and other Asian-American 

authored books. Instagram. Retrieved 

July 22, 2021 from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CMnH

m59A61C/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y

= 

 

The amount of material available from publishing conglomerates in contrast with 

independent publishers was also notable. Maybe because of the volume of books created, the 

social media posts advertising the selected picture books by the big publishers were scarce (with 

the exception of Hair Love, which I will explain further below). The independent publishing 

houses had more posts about a single book, celebrating multiple events and milestones, such as 

international versions and new editions, while the big publishers mainly posted about book 

releases, any awards won or bestseller placements, and any eventual mention on thematic lists. 

The authors’ involvement in the independent publishers’ marketing materials was also notable, 

while no overt author participation was found in the big publishers’ social media marketing 

materials. David A. Robertson, for example, author of When We Were Alone, is shown in a video 

exploring the use of his book in a classroom, posted on High Water Press’ Instagram. Jessica 

Love, author and illustrator of Julián is a Mermaid, is presented through an Instagram takeover 

on her British publisher’s profile sharing some of her creative processes for the book. See below: 
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Figure 4.30 – HighWater Press 

[@highwaterpress]. November 29, 

2018. Advertising for When We Were 

Alone with the Japanese version. 

Instagram. Retrieved July 22, 2021, 

from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BqxRvS

KguAk/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y= 

 

 

 

Figure 4.31 – Philomel Books – 

Penguin Random House 

[@philomelbooks]. September 18, 

2019. Advertising for Just Ask!. 

Instagram. Retrieved July 22, 2021 

from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B2kZT

XAnOkB/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y

= 

  

 

 

Figure 4.32 – Walker Books 

[@bigpicturebooks]. July 7, 2018. 

Jessica Love’s Instagram takeover to 

advertise Julián is a Mermaid. 

Instagram. Retrieved July 22, 2021 

from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bk8X8r

VgHEs/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y= 
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The case of Hair Love, however, is a bit different. As a book that originated from a short 

film which eventually won an academy award, the advertising of this picture book is more 

constant and the short movie’s award is a big selling point mentioned multiple times. In addition 

to being broadly advertised with the use of illustrations from the book as well as the cover image, 

Hair Love is also advertised with pictures of young readers likely sent to the publisher after the 

success of the movie and the picture book. As a by-product of a major animated feature, Hair 

Love has an advantage in reaching a larger audience and its success, in return, feeds the 

marketing even more. Maybe for this reason, Hair Love is also mentioned in multiple 

recommendation lists created by Penguin Random House under various themes. Similarly, Just 

Ask!, which was written by U.S. Supreme Court Justice, Sonia Sotomayor, seems to have a 

different marketing strategy too, with more links to interviews and appearances on television 

shows like The Daily Show and Late Night with Seth Meyers. Hair Love was also the only picture 

book selected with a merchandise tie-in product: a natural hair care line for children, sold in 

partnership with Dove. While brand partnerships might be a simple act of virtue signaling, that 

is, “feigned righteousness” with the strategic intention to appear superior (Jordan & Rand, 2019), 

further investigation of several advertising campaigns would have to be performed to unveil their 

goals and achievements, within and beyond the immediate sales goals of the participating parties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.33 – Penguin Kids – Penguin 

Random House [@penguinkidsbooks]. 

January 19, 2020. Advertising for Hair 

Love. Facebook. Retrieved July 22, 2021, 

from 

https://www.facebook.com/penguinkidsb

ooks/photos/a.644619128900824/316265

3800430665/ 
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Figure 4.34 – Penguin Kids – Penguin 

Random House [@penguinkids]. 

February 11, 2021. Advertising for Hair 

Love in a thematic book list. Instagram. 

Retrieved July 22, 2021 from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CLJrJvCH

ynr/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y= 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.35 – Hair Love 

[@harilovemovie]. December 15, 2021. 

Advertising for Dove’s hair line, a tie-in 

product of Hair Love. Facebook. 

Retrieved March 29, 2022 from 

https://m.facebook.com/HairLoveMovie/

photos/a.543820896150249/1181858355

679830/?type=3&source=48 

 

Lastly, it was interesting to note that the social media posts that did not directly advertise 

any picture books but were collected as data because they address social justice matters in a more 

generalized manner, rarely had illustrations. Because the posts demonstrate Corporate Political 

Advocacy and are not for the authors/illustrators, they may not be included in creators’ contracts 

for the use of images, especially in the case of “sensitive” subjects. Emphasizing text also gives 

these social media posts a serious tone, directed more towards the adults who follow the 

publishers’ pages, trying to catch their attention as not just another colourful advertising ploy, 

but suggesting a serious “adult discussion.” Nonetheless, these social justice media posts still 

contribute to the learning of critical literacies by the adult who purchases the books and even by 

the children who read it, if the message is passed on and discussed with the child reader. In 

addition, many social media posts of this nature use the hashtag #ReadInFullColor and 

#ShakeUpYourShelves, an initiative of Harper Collins that includes educational posts about 
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social justice in literature – including a glimpse into mirrors/windows/doors theory – complete 

with reading recommendation lists on social justice themes that can be used for critical literacies 

learning.  

 

  

Figure 4.36 – Harper Collins Kids 

[@harperkids]. November 21, 

2020. Part of the HarperKids post 

explaining the 

#ShakeUpYourShelves initiative 

and goals. Instagram. Retrieved 

July 22, 2021, from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CH

3I3BrgaPD/?igshid=YmMyMTA

2M2Y= 

 

 

 

Figure 4.37 – Penguin Random 

House Canada 

[@penguinrandomca]. June 10, 

2020. Part of Penguin Random 

House Canada’s post on Black 

Lives Matter commitment.1 

Instagram. Retrieved July 22, 

2021, from 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CB

RFu0cgSFY/?igshid=YmMyMTA

2M2Y= 

 
1 Penguin Random House has since posted updates on their accountability plan on their social media. The plan 

includes committing to “developing and acting on a plan to make [the] company a safer space for BIPOC, 

LGBTQ2+, disabled, and other marginalized employees” and “to a renewed focus on social responsibility to [the] 

community, beginning with significant donations to counter anti-Black racism” (Black Lives Matter: Our Anti-

Racism Action and Accountability Plan, 2020). The complete accountability plan can be found at: 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/news/1788/black-lives-matter-our-anti-racism-action-and-accountability-plan  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/news/1788/black-lives-matter-our-anti-racism-action-and-accountability-plan
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Either by using illustrations taken directly from the books or pictures of child readers 

holding the books in their hands (which in the case of Hair Love, offers a great example of a 

mirror at work), social media marketing extends the picture books’ influence. Therefore, if the 

books function as good windows/mirrors/doors to their readers, chances are that the marketing 

material will reflect that. The differences here would mainly be the target audience and the 

medium chosen. The social media posts that advertise children’s picture books are directed to 

adults, the users of social media, and purchasers of picture books, both as private citizens and in 

professional roles. Social media posts are very short and, to be effective, must catch someone’s 

attention in a glimpse. For these reasons, the opportunities for learning critical literacies must be 

the immediate focus of the generalized advertisement, if aiming to convince the adult this picture 

book would be a good source of windows, mirrors, and doors for the children they purchase for. 

Therefore, these advertising posts use selected images to sample the possibilities for social 

justice discussions that specific picture books will provide, aided by the short advertising text, 

which, similar to a picture book itself, works synergistically to accomplish a meaning-making 

goal, in the marketing context. 

 

4.3 Further Discussions 

 Critical Discourse Analysis of the selected picture books as objects goes beyond 

analyzing written and visual texts as separate elements, and requires a full critical analysis of the 

final products, as marketed for, and consumed by children. In my efforts to practice strong 

objectivity, I took notes in my research journal throughout the collection and analysis of all 

written and visual data. Even though most of my notes have already made their way into the 

analysis provided above, my final discussion section addresses the picture books as complete 

literary products. 

 Firstly, I’d like to point out the materiality of the picture books themselves. Big, with 

hardcovers and glossy pages, all the picture books selected are within what is expected of the 

genre. Jessica Love, the author and illustrator of Julián is a Mermaid, however, took to 

Instagram to discuss her creative process and the thinking behind the brown paper used for her 

picture book. This choice, which could be interpreted as simply aesthetic, is explained as an 

intervention into the “invisible bias of [the white] paper” (Love, Walker Books 

[@bigpicturebooks], 2018). Love explains that the negative spaces of the white pages were 
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underexposing the skin tones of her characters and that she could not determine the reason why, 

until she substituted brown paper. The author/illustrator connects this experience of white as a 

“neutral” home base for artwork in the same way that it is regarded as “neutral” in society (Love, 

Walker Books [@bigpicturebooks], 2018). Love’s creative process shows that much thought 

goes into the synergistic impressions delivered by picture books, and that, in the right hands, it 

supports the critical literacies learning built in by authors, illustrators, and publishers well before 

the books ever reach the shelves. 

Another notable example of the relevance of the materiality of a picture book can be 

found in Trampoline Boy. This innovative book bends the idea of the shape of a picture book in 

favour of its meaning-making capacity. The physical shape of the book in this case contributes to 

the creation of meaning too. The shape of Trampoline Boy is very different from most picture 

books: it is a narrow vertical rectangle, which works to emphasize the importance of jumping for 

the main character and the scope of his view from the trampoline. Considering that this book is 

about a child on the autism spectrum, the shape of the book may disrupt stereotypes about 

affected children, emphasizing their particular worldview. This unexpected shape works with the 

text and the illustrations to create meaning, influencing the synergistic relationship between text 

and image. This type of play with the shape of books has been done before, but it still isn’t a very 

popular technique, for mass production reasons. If the physical form of picture books, however, 

can contribute to their meaning making, more books could begin taking advantage of the 

possibilities, including braille, for example, and other tactile techniques that could make critical 

literacies more accessible to children across their sensory engagements and emergent learning 

styles. 

 Another important aspect to be discussed is the presence of adults on the pages and in the 

reading experiences of children. Often presented as primary caretakers, the adults in the selected 

picture books are all family members of the protagonist child. Still, most do not follow 

heteronormative cookie-cutter family models. Of the eight selected picture books, only two have 

a heterosexual couple involved as parents (Ho’onani and Hair Love). As for the other six, two do 

not have adult characters (Trampoline Boy and Just Ask!), one shows only the presence of a 

mother (Mustafa), and three position grandmothers as caretakers – one with the visit of a great-

uncle, and one with the mother as well (Julián is a Mermaid, When We Were Alone, and Eyes 

That Kiss in the Corners). The presence of the grandmother figure is not a new trend in picture 
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books, especially given cultural practices and the necessities of extended care strategies under 

the disparities created by neoliberal consumer capitalism. Of course, the image of the 

grandmother often simultaneously invokes wisdom, connection to heritage, and loving care. An 

emphasis on a primary caretaker is not new either, with the common absence of father figures in 

picture books having been explored by several scholars (Anderson et al., 2005; Adams et al., 

2011). 

According to such studies (Adam et al., 2011; Anderson & Hamilton, 2005; Anderson et 

al., 2021), gender role stereotyping of parents is very common in picture books, including the 

absent father. The main parental stereotypes found in children's literature are the “nurturing 

mother” and the “absent or inept father” (Anderson & Hamilton, 2005, p. 149), with fathers 

being significantly under-represented. If present in picture books, fathers are usually portrayed as 

unaffectionate and indolent in terms of feeding, carrying babies, and talking with children, taking 

part mostly in scolding or disciplining (Anderson & Hamilton, 2005; Adams et al., 2011). 

Moreover, they are less likely than mothers to be depicted displaying any form of explicit, 

recognizable emotion (Adams et al., 2011). Despite changes in discourses in the last couple of 

decades, including more feminist narratives in picture books, when Anderson et al. (2021) 

updated the Anderson and Hamilton (2005) study by analyzing 203 of the most popular picture 

books of the 2010s, results showed limited change in the portrayal of parents. Anderson et al. 

(2021) state that: 

The findings strongly support [the] hypotheses that the popular children’s books of recent 

years confine parents to rigid gender stereotypes and underrepresent fathers. Mothers 

appeared more frequently, nurtured more often, and expressed more emotion than fathers. 

When present, fathers were relatively disengaged. (p. 12) 

Overall, the set of picture books selected for this study still complies with the parental 

stereotypes noted above, with the exception of Hair Love, which breaks with prevailing and 

racialized stereotypes of absent Black fathers, and suggests a working mother and a stay-at-home 

dad. Nonetheless, the “welcome home” sign at the end of the book might suggest that the father 

only took care of the child because the mother was away – which doesn’t remove the possibility 

that both might be primary caretakers who share parental duties. I wonder whether the decision 

to include the banner at the end of the narrative was made to avoid backlash against working 

mothers, who may be harshly criticized when they are primary earners, not unlike the fathers 

who stay at home with their children.  



 
 

 
 

85 

Hair Love presents a father who is a loving primary caretaker. He is pictured hugging and 

consoling his sad daughter at a key turning point in the book when she gets frustrated with her 

hair (Figure 4.37), as well as creating his daughter’s desired hairdo (Figure 4.38), an activity 

usually portrayed as feminine.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.37 – Hair Love (Cherry & Harrison, 

2019, p. 22) 

 

Figure 4.38 – Hair Love (Cherry & Harrison, 

2019, p. 26) 

 

This portrayal of an involved father is fairly ground-breaking in children’s literature. 

Hair Love was highly praised for its depiction of a loving father-daughter relationship that goes 

against parental and gender stereotypes. Parental/familial depictions are a vital part of picture 

books, and can reflect prevailing ideologies or promote more inclusive models of families and 

therefore, critical literacies. Familial depictions that break received gender and social roles, such 

as the father figure in Hair Love or the apparently single mothers in Eyes That Kiss in the 

Corners and Mustafa, provide mirrors and windows onto multiple family structures and 

dynamics, presenting hopeful intersectional counter-stories where the norm reinforces lack of 

creative potentials. Nonetheless, Hair Love still presents a heteronormative family setting, a 

triumph in Black communities where the legacies of slavocracies and more recent child welfare 

practices have attempted to drive fathers literally out of the picture. Picture books representing 
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2SLGBTQ+ family structures are still low in numbers in today’s Canadian children’s publishing 

market (Brenna et al., 2021), so providing those mirrors and windows to children is as important 

as ever to build hopeful and compassionate futures.  

My analysis highlights the importance of synergistic relationships among text and image 

– and even the physical form of picture books – in the meaning-making process. While my 

critical discourse analysis of the picture books and their marketing materials was completed in 

stages, it is the whole engagement with the means of literary production for children that is 

analyzed here. A picture book would not be as good a resource for engaging children with 

intersectional counter-stories that provide hopeful windows, mirrors, and doors if all components 

were not working well together. Nevertheless, much more work remains in order to improve 

opportunities for caregivers to expand their capacities for learning and mobilizing critical 

literacies with children. 
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Chapter 5 – Baby Steps toward Emphasizing Children’s Agency: Mapping Engaged 

Critical Literacies through Mirrors, Windows, and Doors 

 

5.1 Conclusion  

As proposed in Chapter 1, the aim of this research has been to answer the question “How 

are social justice issues being addressed by the creators of children’s literature in North America 

in the early twenty-first century (2016-2021)?” My research questions therefore have focused on:  

1) How are social justice issues being addressed in eight selected North American picture 

books and their respective social media marketing materials? 

2) What vocabulary is used to inform diversity and related marketing strategies? and  

3) How is the children’s literature industry engaging with social justice efforts in an 

intersectional way through the selected materials, if at all? 

And after analyzing the selected picture books and their respective marketing materials through 

critical discourse analysis, I can affirm that all of the social justice topics raised in each text were 

presented in a positive light, as might be expected, given that they were chosen as exemplars. 

These eight titles are quite prominent in the market (based on recommendation lists and reviews) 

as good examples of picture books that address social justice issues. Since children’s books are 

published by the thousands in North America every year, it is important to keep in mind that this 

is a very small sample. 

 The children’s literature publishing industry is experiencing steady growth. According to 

international industry analyst firm, IBIS World, in the United States alone, it has “grown 3.3% 

per year on average between 2017 and 2022,” with an expected increase in the growth rate by 

“2.2% in 2022.” Measured by revenue, the children’s literature US industry size is currently 

around $2.6 billion dollars, approaching $3 billion (“Children's Book Publishing in the US - 

Market Size 2005–2027,” 2021). IBIS World also states that the “companies holding the largest 

market share in the Children’s Book Publishing industry include Penguin Random House, 

Scholastic Corporation, [and HarperCollins Publishers]” – two of which are included in this 

research. However, “the industry has no major players with a market share of greater than 5%” 

(“Children's Book Publishing in the US - Market Research Report,” 2021).  
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In terms of the Canadian market, in 2018 the “operating revenue in the Canadian book 

publishers industry grew to $1.7 billion – an increase of 2.0% from 2016,” and “total sales rose 

1.7%, [which] was attributable, in part, to growth in children and juvenile book sales, along with 

a 9.7% increase in export sales” (“Statistics Canada - Book publishing industry, 2018,” 2020). 

Thus, the eight picture books selected for this research, four from Canada and four from the 

USA, were chosen as good examples supporting the development of intersectional critical 

literacies. They cannot, however, be construed as any kind of representative snapshot of this 

ever-growing multi-billion-dollar industry, even though one might wish this were the case. 

 

5.1.1 Achieving Intersectionality through Picture Book Synergy and Community-Building 

Before discussing how intersectionality is achieved in the selected picture books, it is 

important to reiterate that life is intersectional. No one lives in a bubble where everyone looks 

and behaves the same, so every book should be intersectional in its realistic portrayal of 

humankind. If not in the spotlight of the story, intersectionality, even if only in the background 

framing of picture books, should be the standard. Some could say that the inclusion of social 

justice topics in children’s literature is an effort to push forward specific agendas, but I argue that 

it is the opposite. Social justice efforts in children’s literature are important to make sure children 

know they are part of a community and also learn about all the other communities that are out 

there, so that they learn to read critically, their received placement in the social hierarchy and are 

equipped challenge its norms in seeking an equitable society. Working to raise and educate 

social aware citizens who will not accept single stories instead of lived narratives can change the 

ways they critically engage not only with books, but also films, television, marketing materials, 

as well as other people, aiming for a more hopeful and equitable future shared by all. As argued 

by McCloud (1994), “words and pictures have great powers to tell stories when creators fully 

exploit them both.” These abilities grow, when children learn to “‘show and tell’ 

interchangeably, [with] words and images combining to transmit a connected series of ideas” (p. 

157, emphasis in the original). Being able to connect and understand complex ideas is 

foundational to learning to live in harmony with diverse experiences and world views.  

The synergistic relationship between text and illustration can expand meaning-making for 

both child and adult readers, making picture books quite effective in addressing social justice 

issues in an intersectional way. In whatever ways intersectionality was illuminated in the selected 
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picture books, it relied mostly on this synergistic relationship of looking and reading or learning 

to read textual and visual materials. “Practices of looking, are not passive acts of consumption,” 

and “by looking at and engaging with images in the world, we influence their meanings and 

uses” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2018, p. 48. Therefore, using picture books to introduce child 

readers to multiple human realities, allowing them to explore their social positioning through 

mirrors, windows, and doors, opening their minds to hopeful futures, and igniting their socially 

positioned understandings of agency, all support the emergence of critical literacies for them.  

Not all juxtapositions of words and images in relation to children’s literature are created 

equal, however. The vocabulary deployed in marketing materials could sometimes be considered 

mere “buzzwords” at first glance, although after careful analysis, even potentially empty 

“buzzwords” may remain relevant in meaning-making and solidarity building, as the previous 

reflection on use of words like “different” and “difference,” has shown. Ultimately, the choice of 

vocabulary for all the selected picture books and their respective marketing materials focuses 

mainly on self-love and self-worth. This might be due to current trends of framing empowerment 

in individuated terms, as outlined. This trend is present not only in children’s literature, but also 

in adult literature, marketing, TV and movies, and many forms of Western cultural 

communication.  

This narrative of self-respect is important for the development of critical literacies that 

recognize the self as an embodied being, positioned within received social structures, and for the 

presentation of counter-stories to prevailing norms. Ultimately, though, the aspiration to support 

counter-stories requires a village. Community supports are a necessary context for solidarities-

building capacities in children. While self-love and care are certainly important, and exposure to 

caring communities also matters, the dream of “empowering” an individual reader or community 

through a single text or group of texts must be tempered with caveats. The claim to be “giving 

voice” in a frame that does not engage those most affected in the production of children’s 

literature means that mainstream efforts to promote social justice can easily vanish through 

poorly informed marketing plans and other factors. If, for example, authors, illustrators, and 

editors from minoritized communities are welcomed by publishers, but are then expected to 

perform gratitude because their opportunities can be revoked, little has changed (Macedo as cited 

in Daniel, 2006). For that reason, while self-actualization and self-love may be promoted among 

young readers to good effect, providing critical literacies that contribute to recognizing “political 
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clarity, the pain that is natural with change, and hope” renders such efforts more viable (Macedo 

as quoted in Daniel, 2006, p. 22). In other words, the books, as tools for critical literacies 

learning, may help guide the child reader toward engaged intersectional self-actualization if they 

offer greater awareness of the failures of hegemonic systems and the need for critical thinking to 

support the emergence of more just, equity-based societies. Empowerment is not, then, “gifted” 

by a third party, who undeniably profits from prevailing social capitalist structures even by 

critiquing them. Rather, it is supported through learning critical literacies from a young age. 

Freire (2020) identifies the process of grasping a hopeful future for the oppressed as 

“pedagogy of possible dreams,” a learning that comes from the idea that what might seem 

impossible at first, is actually possible. This understanding leads the learners, the child 

consumers of literature in this case, to reimagine different realities for themselves. According to 

Freire (2020), education does not change the world, it changes the individual, who then changes 

the world (Freire, 2020). Therefore, in order for social change to happen, a transformation must 

happen first at the individual level. As discussed in my analysis of the data, the focus on self-

love, especially when closely connected to physical appearance, is necessary to bring light to all 

the positive aspects of minoritized groups that have been “othered” through prevailing racisms 

that sort people by embodiments. Therefore, the self-love and family/culture-love narratives 

present in the picture books analyzed here are vital to building pedagogies of possible dreams in 

an intersectional way, allowing children to build agency to advocate for social change, as well as 

solidarities with other minoritized groups. 

This process of self-empowerment through community building and visualizing plural 

possible dreams with others can be mobilized through the ways picture books offer mirrors and 

windows to differently situated children. Recognizing and developing affinity with a wide range 

of peer subjects through exposure to children’s books representing diverse communities is 

essential to the development of “a sense of agency, self-sufficiency, and confident decision-

making” (Daniel, 2006, p. 21) in the child reader. The choice of vocabulary in the picture books 

and their accompanying illustrations can work together to support critical literacies and provide 

opportunities (doors) to build living relationships, drawing upon the mirrors and windows 

discovered in children’s literature. These opportunities for mutual actualization can be achieved 

through establishing critical literacies to support social agency and a blooming capacity for 

friendship across many diverse experiences in childhood. 
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5.1.2 Allyship and Agency as Critical Literacies in Practice  

Having effective intersectional social justice materials made available to children is a 

“baby step” to supporting their development of subjective agency, essential but just the start. 

When I use the term “baby steps,” here, I nod to the common notion of small advancements in 

progress on a long journey, and I affirm the shared excitement of a child’s first steps. Even 

though there is still a long way to go, the production of intersectional social justice materials for 

children can contribute a memorable beginning to a path that leads to better futures. Learning to 

build critical literacies by decoding received messages is a process that both children and adults 

must learn, and this process is a critical discourse analysis in itself, which must be learned by the 

adults in charge in order to be passed on to the child readers. 

As explored previously, childhood is a time of self-discovery and social learning. It’s in 

childhood that children start learning about who they are, how the society they are inserted into 

works, how to present themselves in terms of gender and general social positioning, and even the 

basics of consumerist culture. All of this learning is closely connected with the need to develop 

critical literacies. When discussing literacies, I refer not only to schooling and alphabetization 

but also to lived literacies, the knowledge of the world and society that comes from books as well 

as personal experiences and social interactions. Therefore, early childhood is a crucial time to 

start including critical literacies in children’s lives, so that they can use the tools of critical 

thinking to engage social justice issues in the social environments in which they find and must 

advocate for themselves, and each other.  

The child reader may need to be reminded that they are not alone, that they need not 

change the world by themselves. Rather, the best door a book can offer a child, models pathways 

to allyship. “Allyship” was chosen as the word of the year in 2021 for a reason. Being allied with 

and among minoritized groups is a vital step in social change. When discussing allyship, 

Sumerau et al. (2021) recount findings from previous studies on the role of the ally: 

Implications of these studies include that people who identify as allies generally become 

connected to movement and social support efforts of marginalized groups due to a 

personal connection to someone within the marginalized group, and that they can provide 

at least symbolic comfort and friendship for members of marginalized groups navigating 

potentially hostile and/or isolating social spaces, situations, and groups. Such research 

also suggests that the term ally has become a common symbolic marker that may provide 

people in privileged groups with moral value (i.e., “I’m not part of the problem”), but, in 
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practice, allies act in ways that ultimately reproduce the subordination of marginalized 

groups. (p. 359, emphasis added) 

The authors argue that the “individual and societal narratives continuously argue that society is 

now ‘post’ or beyond inequalities” by suggesting that:  

(1) inequality is a thing of the past and we are all equal beyond differences now; (2) 

explicit articulation concerning inequality is problematic and divisive; and (3) good 

people oppose oppression and would not stand for such things to exist in our society 

anymore. (Sumerau et al., 2021, p. 360) 

However, we know this not to be true. Performative allyship is insufficient to the task of refusing  

“individualized remedies to inequalities faced by marginalized groups, [in favour of] structural 

remedies capable of potentially shifting the oppressive systems” (Sumerau et al., 2021, p. 366). 

Substantive allyship is not performative, nor undertaken for “moral value” status (Sumerau et al., 

2021, p. 359). It is certainly not “speaking for those who do not have a voice [either]. It is really 

about using your voice to give those people their own platform to speak” (Atcheson, 2021). 

Amplifying capacity for allyship needs to start early and walk hand-in-hand with raising action-

driven children, who are supported to understand ethical solidarities-building through critical 

literacies. Of course, children’s access to critical literacies is closely connected to the adults in 

their lives who provide them with literary materials and teach them how to interact with learning 

materials in a reflexive, creative, and critical way.  

But is the diversity we want to see in the books present in the publishing industry? 

Unfortunately, not. As outlined in Chapter 1, the American publishing industry (including the 

executive level, editorial, sales, marketing and publicity departments, book reviewers, literary 

agents, and interns) remains 76% white, 81% straight, 97% cisgender, and 89% able-bodied. 

According to the New York Times, 89% of published authors in the US are still white, and they 

account for most of the books that become best-sellers. Industry level change is required 

Building allyship through equity practices, and involving more minoritized communities in the 

process of creating books for children is essential to generate more substantive sources of critical 

literacies for children (and adults for that matter). 

Corporate Political Advocacy (CPA) must extend beyond a cynical investment in bottom 

line market shares and performative allyship. Some companies already do engage with topics 

such as the Black Lives Matter movement and the #ShakeUpYourShelves initiative (shown in 

Chapter 4 - Figure 4.36 and 4.37). They can also build programs that support the emergence of 
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future authors by providing scholarships for minoritized children, fostering publishing within 

Global South, creating programs to get books into hands of disadvantaged children, and more. 

The adults’ role in supporting substantive critical literacies is crucial to the development of the 

children’s critical thinking towards personal and social agency. The adults involved in creating 

and purchasing children’s literature must know how to explore it with children in constructive 

ways. Thus, I argue that learning about social justice issues through demonstrations of critical 

literacies by the adults in charge is key for the reflexive social development of children. In time, 

lessons of critical literacies mapping will help children to develop their own critical literacies by 

themselves, supporting their capacities for social justice advocacy and agency with others. 

Ideally, this process can be modelled by adults. 

When discussing allyship in children’s literature, it is also important to address the role 

authors play in being proactive allies to children. As more authors concerned with social justice 

representations in children’s books emerge, it would be useful to ask them to position themselves 

in terms of their social locations and commitments. For example, as a French-Canadian, what 

research did the author of Mustafa, Marie-Louise Gay, undertake in order to tell the story of a 

refugee child? How does she position herself in relation to that narrative? After some online 

research, I was able to find out that Gay wrote Mustafa after witnessing refugee camps in 

Europe, and paying special attention to the resilience of the children she met. In the CBC Books 

piece “Why Marie-Louise Gay created a picture book about the life of a child refugee,” she notes 

that:  

I was thinking of these kids, who were on the cusp of a new life. Unlike their parents, 

they didn't have the same notion of what it means to leave a place for a new one. But 

what they do have is their curiosity and their ability to thrive in a new environment. And 

so, the idea for Mustafa sprang from this. (Marie-Louise Gay as cited in Patrick, 2019) 

Gay also drew from personal experiences as a child born into a French-Canadian nomadic family 

who had to move from Quebec to Ontario, when she was five years of age, without knowing any 

English. The author comments: “I remember this vividly, not being able to communicate or 

understand the other children. This experience helped me better understand what children like 

Mustafa might experience” (Marie-Louise Gay as cited in Patrick, 2019). Knowing more about 

the process of creation of Mustafa in relation to the author’s connection and positioning changed 

the way I experienced the book.  
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I believe Mustafa’s story opens new windows and mirrors that would be enhanced by 

adding Gay’s experiences as well, in the paratext. For this reason, I argue that authors could 

position themselves in their social justice efforts more often, ideally using end-papers. This 

would reduce unnecessary internet-digging that may not be available to children or busy parents, 

and gives authors control over how their efforts are presented. End papers have the potential to 

open new conversations, positioning authors in a practice of accountability for their work, and 

encouraging child readers and their carers to engage not only the story but also to “read the 

author.” 

 This public commitment to authorial allyship is sometimes available through the 

publisher’s social media accounts. This method is certainly better than no positioning at all on 

the part of the author, but the audience is primarily adults. Further, personal involvement of 

authors with the social media promotion of their books is more common in smaller independent 

publishers, who are also more likely to arrange school visits and more community engagements. 

The author of When We Were Alone, David Alexander Robertson, for example, writes for 

different age groups about Indigenous issues, and his presence on independent publisher, 

HighWater Press’ social media, is highly regarded. If big publishing conglomerates are not able 

to personalize their marketing for every children’s book, using end-papers for authorial; self-

positioning and accountability would make such materials readily available for child readers and 

it might spark greater adult involvement in further “reading the author,” in the process of 

selecting picture books for children. 

 

5.1.3 Using MWD as a Mapping Tool for Engaged Critical Literacies  

With this in mind, after analyzing the eight selected picture books and their respective 

marketing materials, I suggest the approach of critical literacies learning from picture books by 

using the theory of “mirrors, windows and doors” (Bishop, 1990; Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Cox 

& Galda, 1990; Galda, 1998; Hurley, 2005; Johnson & Koss, 2016; Thomas, 2016; Wiltse, 

2015), which I’ll call MWD as an abbreviation. MWD is an effective mapping tool to develop 

the learning of critical discourse analysis by both adults and children. In my own use of this 

strategy, I take into consideration that MWD is already an established theory in the field of 

Education and Curriculum Studies, with decades of evidence that shows its efficacy in the 

classroom for establishing and illuminating critical literacies through children’s literature. As the 
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social media marketing in Chapter 4 (Figure 4.36) shows, this theory is simple and easy enough 

to explain that it can be disseminated through brief social media posts and other materials for the 

adults that purchase children’s literature. By using MWD to map critical literacies, an adult can 

quickly locate multiple social justice learning moments available in a given text and help 

children develop their own ability to do practice critical discourse analysis and reflect upon their 

own agency to imagine and act toward social justice change and more hopeful futures. 

The mapping of MWD can be taught through use of both good and bad examples of 

depicted social situations, as long as the learning includes the exploration of why that would be 

an example to be followed or not. Of course, the mirrors and windows in one book will vary 

according to who the specific reader is, but a good book offers those avenues of entry to all 

readers in some shape or form. The adult who is supporting the child reader must learn to find 

those opportunities in both text and illustration, since the meaning-making of picture books relies 

on both, and critical discourse analysis relies heavily on their synergistic relationship.  

Ultimately, the vocabulary chosen to inform diversity and social justice issues must 

emerge around and through the books provided for exploration by children – and again the 

biggest part of that job falls to adults, this time, those creating picture books, so that young 

readers acquire vocabulary in context and can discuss it critically with the adults in their lives. 

Each discussion can be enriched beyond that vocabulary by the well-informed adults in their 

lives, whose own critical literacies are invoked in the role of child rearing. The vocabulary, 

combined with the illustrations, must offer the children opportunities to explore intersectionality 

through both the MWD they find in the texts they use and their lived critical literacies in ways 

that support “a sense of agency, self-sufficiency, and confident decision-making” (Daniel, 2006, 

p. 21) and allow for “possible dreams” (Freire, 2020). A next step, then, from lived literacies 

would be to foster engaged critical literacies. These include a capacity for hope and agency 

within the child reader, as argued by Daniel (2006) and Freire (2020), and welcoming children to 

participate in social change efforts beyond the page by engaging them in opportunities to take 

personal and community-building actions. 

As for the learning of engaged critical literacies by the adults, publishers’ social media 

channels can assist. Even though the ultimate goal of such marketing posts is to sell books, 

learning to “simultaneously challenge and work within the system” (Daniel, 2006, p. 24) can 

only make the marketing of such books more effective. In addition to the publishers’ social 
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media efforts, there are multiple other social media accounts developed by third parties also 

interested in the subject, such as children’s literature/social justice bloggers and influencers. 

Many of those accounts are created by librarians, teachers, parents, and other interested adults, 

and such exchanges of information on social media are key in this day and age. The hashtags 

created by Harper Collins and mentioned in the previous chapter, #ShakeUpYourShelves and 

#ReadInFullColor, are good examples of how to find these learning opportunities in social media 

platforms, since the readers and other interested parties often appropriate publishers’ campaigns 

and expand on the discussions. However, this social media learning must also be approached 

with critical lenses, keeping in mind that “language is social and political” (Daniel, 2006, p. 23) 

and therefore never stripped of ideologies. It is vital to ensure that the information is coming 

from trusted sources, and non-profits committed to social justice causes. like “We Need Diverse 

Books,” are great places to look for resources. Framed in ignorance, the current controversy 

around teaching critical race theory to children in the United States is organized around rhetorics 

of “protecting the children” from their own capacities for allyship and justice-seeking. No one 

will thank book-banning parents for their underdeveloped capacities to care about social 

injustice.  

The learning of “engaged critical literacies” by both children and adults is invaluable, not 

only in terms of selecting books and using them critically, but also in forming better citizens and 

conscious consumers. If children grow up to demand a standard of responsible action, refusing 

merely performative allyship, and always pushing the boundaries of constructive social action on 

the part of all industries, greater consensus around competing needs might be more achievable. 

Children are ready for big conversations, and teaching them to be critical of virtue signalling is 

part of building more hopeful futures. 

 

5.1.4 Research Implications 

This research has shown that choices are very important in children’s literature – 

especially in picture books where the text is limited. The synergistic, often complementary 

relationship between text and illustration is intrinsic to meaning-making processes in picture 

books, and has worked in favour of critical literacies development in the selected books 

examined here.  
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The implications of my research are both practical and theoretical. By using MWD theory 

to map critical literacies in children’s literature, and by promoting “engaged critical literacies,” I 

hope to inspire others to support continued diversification of the children’s literature publishing 

industry, and its social media marketing and corporate social responsibility projects. I hope that 

the intersectional lenses and methods I have developed here inspire new pathways to exploring 

children’s literature, whether using the questions I have developed to interrogate the illustrations, 

mapping of MWD as a part or reading practices with children, or mobilizing the concept of 

“engaged critical literacies” to connect social justice children’s books to brighter futures in the 

real world. 

Beyond academia, modeling constructive change is the best antidote to manufactured 

ignorance. Librarians, parents, and other carers are positioned to support engaged critical 

literacies that move from the page into pathways of self-actualization, allyship, and mutual 

commitments to social justice across diverse communities. Therefore, regarding practical 

implications of this study in the publishing industry, I would like to see more proactive 

involvement of the publishing industry with measurable social justice accountabilities, from  

better uses of end-papers and social media resources to deeper investments in diversifying the 

industry overall. I would suggest that the publishing industry invested in new professional roles 

focused on a conscious promotion of children’s books towards community building and strong 

allyship with the child reader. A “promotions and community coordinator” could teach the 

mapping of MWD and involve more children in the process of creating picture books, while 

working with authors and illustrators to mobilize intersectional awareness at every stage of the 

publishing process. This direct line between the publishing industry and the reading community 

could move us all beyond news pieces such as “5-Year-old’s Book is Published, Earning Her 

Guinness Record as World’s Youngest Author” (2022) and “An 8-year-old boy snuck a book he 

wrote onto a library shelf” (Zdanowicz, 2022), to prove that children are not only creating 

publishable stories, but they are interested in what other children have to stay. Through such a 

position, the publishing industry could promote writing and illustrating workshops for children 

through public schools and libraries, engaging their voices directly in the stories they would like 

to share with other children. 

In sum, my work provides analyses that can help carers select and read picture books 

with children with “engaged critical literacies” in mind, aiming to raise conscious citizens with 
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social agency who are aware that windows, mirrors, and doors occur not just in theory, but in 

life, too. I hope that future researchers will continue expanding the study of social justice in 

children’s literature in creative ways that keep improving on it, and that the adults involved in 

the process of creating and acquiring children’s literature in the publishing industry see new 

opportunities to build allyship with children through literature and community involvement.  

 

5.2 Suggestions for Further Research 

  

5.2.1 Expanding CDA Research 

To further enrich the results of this research, there are multiple aspects which can be 

expanded and/or analyzed in greater depth. First, I would suggest extending this qualitative 

research using quantitative methods, building a larger sample that would expand the analysis to 

include books that are not as helpful as those I have chosen. Comparing good examples of 

picture books that address social justice issues with poor examples could support more expansive 

discourse analysis to wider contexts, including geographically. Future research could investigate 

creating children’s chap books (for 5 to 10-year-olds) and middle grade novels (8 to 12-year-

olds), in collaboration with children and youth. A focus on dystopian stories for older children 

allows for social justice discussions to go consider the outcomes of injustices and could provide 

an interesting case for CDA analysis. 

Extrapolating from the North American market, I would also encourage expanding this 

research to other cultural settings and languages. In the Global South, especially, it would be 

useful to explore linguistic and discursive imperialisms, emphasizing engaged critical literacies 

invested in cultural preservation as well as decolonization. How well are children in the Global 

South provided with quality literature offering them MWD? Are they encouraged to act together 

for more promising futures? In Canada, I would like to see more discussion in children’s books 

about the many languages that frame national realities, affirming children’s efforts to engage in 

the recovery of Indigenous languages and to sustain the languages they bring with them as 

diasporic subjects. 

Finally, I believe a CDA investigation into book reviews of children’s books addressing 

social justice themes would be of great value. Many people who purchase picture books rely on 
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book reviews to choose what to buy next, and what the publishers choose to select and promote 

as future titles. 

 

5.2.1 Looking at the Publishing Industry 

Further investigation of the North American children’s literature publishing industry 

could shed light not only on which adults are involved in the making of children’s literature 

(authors, illustrators, editors, publishers, etc.), but also what they deem important parameters in 

addressing social justice for children and how they go about deciding which specific issues to 

raise. As argued in the Methodology section, a further investigation of the publishing industry 

that incorporates author interviews, and/or engaging the publishing workforce is a natural next 

step following this analysis of social justice efforts in the creation of picture books. It would also 

be interesting to see what parents/caretakers, teachers, librarians, and other carers look for in 

picture books that address social justice topics. These complementary studies would be of great 

value for both the publishing industry and the children who use picture books.  

Likewise, I would suggest further investigation of spin-off products and media 

productions attached to children’s literature. Are they simply virtue signaling for profit or are 

they expanding the reach of the critical literacies learning possibilities? It would be interesting to 

see how much the authors/illustrators are involved in these processes, what impact their 

approaches and spin-off projects have on the book sales, and if the textual and visual vocabulary 

choices that inform social justice projects in picture books were honoured in the spin-offs or 

flattened for wider market exposure. A study on marketing materials alone, including a 

comparison of the publishers’ internal values and corporate social actions, could also prompt 

more effective efforts to diversify the industry.  

 

5.2.3 Reader Experience 

 Finally, I would love to see further research on mapping engaged critical literacies in 

informal settings, such as storytelling sessions or in households. It would be extremely enriching 

to see how adults who borrow and purchase picture books for children work with them to teach 

MWD theory as I have envisioned. A research process involving an MWD critical literacies 

mapping workshop with adults from many different backgrounds that includes 

parents/caretakers, librarians, booksellers, storytellers, followed by interviews might open new 
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insights and support the kind of community building around children’s reading practices that 

would support engaged critical literacies.  

 Beyond the theories explored here, it would also be enriching to explore the effect 

children’s books have had on adults who remember and or read them to their children. Some 

questions that could guide such research might include: “How has your reading as a child  

affected your adult life?” and “How have books you read as a child or to your children changed 

you?” This line of research could be developed with interviews and self-reports, The results 

could illuminate the impact of access to good literature in childhood. 

 

5.3 Agency and Hopeful Futures: A Final Self-Positioning Statement 

After 3 years, this thesis leaves me in a different position from where I started. My 

research journey in Interdisciplinary Studies was not a straight-forward one, and after many 

unexpected bumps and changes in direction, I find myself at home in a new set of framings of 

my interests in the publication of social justice-oriented literature for children.  

When I decided to apply to graduate school, I had a clear idea of the research I wanted to 

develop. I wanted to explore and investigate children’s literature as an immigrant woman of 

colour – and I wanted to advocate for the children who are like me. However, I was advised that 

the kind of research I wanted to develop had no place within the structures of our English 

department, and that my Women’s and Gender Studies background was too limited to pursue the 

work within that program either, so I found myself applying for the Interdisciplinary Studies 

Master’s program. The idea of Interdisciplinary Studies as a research area can be daunting in its 

breadth and the journey can be lonely in terms of cohort members with related interests, but it is 

also freeing. Pursuing a Masters Degree in Interdisciplinary Studies allowed my research to 

branch out and lead the way, without disciplinary limitations. At first, I did not think Critical 

Literacies would be such a fundamental part of my journey, and I did not plan to delve so deeply 

into Marketing either, but interdisciplinary approaches allow for that kind of expansion. All of 

the disciplines I explored breathed more life into my research. 

Throughout my journey in graduate school, I found my home not in a single discipline or 

department, but in my passion and commitment to the research. The Women’s and Gender 

Studies program offered me a group of students to belong to and colleagues to rely on, while my 

work with Dr. Brenna broadened my horizons in exploring the connections between children’s 
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literature and Education. The guidance of my committee members brought fresh insights from 

different areas of expertise. All of these converging flows of curiosity have culminated in this 

thesis. Just as my research idea did not fit into a single box, neither does my thesis. This 

document is my love letter to children’s literature, my thank-you-note to all the people from 

contributing fields who offered me guidance, a notice to the publishing industry that much work 

remains to be done, and a personal pledge to always work towards a hopeful future for all 

children. 

Finishing this project, I can now see myself as an ally to all children, particularly those 

growing up in minoritized communities. I want to be an agent of change, operating from inside 

the business, doing my part to create better books that pluralize hopeful futures for all children. I 

would also love to be able to involve children themselves in establishing goals for inclusive book 

project development, providing more opportunities for minoritized creators to offer engaged 

critical literacies to and with future generations.  

Miguel, I hope I make you proud. 
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