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ABSTRACT

In	this	thesis,	I	explore	the	nego/a/ng	strategies,	knowledges	and	literacies	that	come	into	play	when

children	interact	with	picturebooks	as	readers	and	bookmakers;	and	how	children	interact	with	discourses

in	representa/on	that	are	pervasive	throughout	picturebooks.	

For	decades,	children’s	books	have	suffered	from	poor	cultural	representa/on,	with	cri/cs	no/ng	the	lack

of	diversity	in	characters,	inauthen/c	portrayals	and	poor	diversity	among	writers.	Tied	to	young	and

inexperienced	readers	by	age	banding	and	percep/ons	of	liAle	complexity,	picturebooks	have	for	years

been	linked	to	the	teaching	of	reading.	In	England,	this	is	largely	dominated	by	the	use	of	synthe/c

phonics	as	the	preferred	teaching	method.	Coupled	with	what	cri/cs	have	called	a	‘pedagogy	of

performa/vity’	which	places	intense	pressures	upon	teachers,	schools	and	children	for	these	to	meet

standard	expecta/ons	in	na/onal	tes/ng,	the	teaching	of	reading	in	schools	tends	to	be	approached

through	methods	that	focus	on	the	development	of	skills.	

This	study	uses	an	arts-informed	methodology	to	explore	the	rela/onships	between	children	and

picturebooks,	and	how	they	are	connected	to	literacy	learning	and	discourses	in	representa/on	present	in

picturebooks.	At	its	heart	are	six	children	with	whom	I	conducted	observa/ons,	interviews	and

bookmaking	workshops	during	the	2014-2015	school	year.	The	data	was	analysed	using	verbal	and	visual

narra/ves,	drawing	from	no/ons	of	portraiture	and	bricolage	to	create	a	responsive	approach,	and	based

upon	James	BriAon’s	theory	of	the	‘third	space’	of	play,	where	children	nego/ate	the	demands	of	the

outside	world	with	their	own	inner	wishes,	and	no/ons	of	narra/ve	iden/ty.	

The	findings	indicate	that	discourses	surrounding	picturebooks’	complexi/es	and	representa/onal	aspects

within	them	affect	how	children	relate	to	these	books,	as	well	as	how	they	nego/ate	their	sense	of	place,

belonging	and	self-understanding.	The	implica/ons	of	this	research	have	repercussions	for	academic,

educa/onal	and	publishing	professionals.	
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This	enquiry	started,	at	its	earliest	stages,	from	a	ques1on	of	‘Bri1shness’:	what	makes	a

picturebook	‘too	Bri1sh’?	What	about	a	picturebook	could	be	said	to	be	defini1vely,

observably	‘Bri1sh’?	As	a	non-Bri1sh	illustrator	living	in	the	UK,	this	was	an	allega1on	I

had	heard	before	about	the	work	of	classic	picturebook	illustrators,	such	as	Beatrix

Pomer	and	Quen1n	Blake.	In	this	thesis,	I	do	not	set	out	to	discover	what	it	is	that	makes

a	picturebook	‘Bri1sh’,	but	rather	begin	from	a	ques1on	of	the	diversity	of	current

picturebooks	in	the	UK	as	a	star1ng	point	to	explore	children’s	rela1onship	to	this

par1cular	medium.	Whatever	face	of	Bri1shness	picturebooks	today	may	show,	it

appears	to	show	s1ll	a	dis1nctly	white	face,	despite	having	repeatedly	been	called	into

ques1on	since	the	1960s.		Bri1sh	society	today	has	been	called	‘super	diverse’	due	to	its

ever-increasingly	diverse	popula1on,	marked	by	the	inflow	of	smaller	popula1ons	new

immigrants,	differing	in	their	na1onal	origins,	ethnici1es,	and	socioeconomic	and	legal

statuses	(Vertovec,	2007),	but	the	picturebook	industry	has	yet	to	catch	up	with	such	an

audience.	The	state	of	cultural	representa1on	in	children’s	literature	has	been	recently

ques1oned	again,	both	in	the	UK	(Blackman,	2006;	The	Bookseller,	2014;	Eyre,	2014)	and

the	US	(CCBC,	2013;	Myers,	2014a;	b)	yet	limle	research	has	focused	on	how	children

themselves	might	perceive	these	issues	in	par1cular,	and	how	they	may	feel	about	them.

1.1	Research	ques1ons1.1	Research	ques1ons

	"...it	seems	to	me	that	there	is	no	point	in	researching	any	aspect	of	the	visual	unless	

the	power	of	the	visual	is	acknowledged."	(Rose,	p.	51)
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This	research	started	from	a	perspec1ve	of	culture	that	focused	almost	exclusively	on

ethnicity.	However,	it	has	moved	away	from	this	single	and	somewhat	determinis1c

perspec1ve,	focusing	more	on	the	sense	of	iden1ty	and	how	it	becomes	mediated	when

interac1ng	with	the	picturebook	as	medium,	and	how	the	representa1ons	of	ways	of

being	in	picturebooks	affects	or	influences	this	media1on,	a	perspec1ve	which

encompasses	racial	and	ethnic	aspects.	The	research	thus	is	driven	by	the	following

ques1ons,	with	a	view	to	exploring	the	rela1onships	that	par1cipant	children	establish

with	the	books	and	the	medium	itself,	rather	than	trying	to	establish	a	set	of	specific

pamerns	that	would	reduce	inherent	complexi1es	of	their	sense	of	iden1ty:

*	How	do	children	nego1ate	their	sense	of	self	in	their	interac1ons	with

picturebooks	and	through	the	picturebook	form?

*	How	do	discourses	in	representa1on	pervasive	throughout	the	picturebook

industry	affect	children’s	interac1ng	with	representa1ons	of	different	ways	of	being

available	in	picturebooks?

1.2	Overview1.2	Overview

At	the	core	of	this	project	are	six	children	who	amended	Year	2	and	Year	3	in	Edgefield

Primary,	a	maintained	primary	school	in	Southeast	England.	Aner	an	ini1al	stage	of

observa1on	in	their	school,	the	children	were	asked	to	par1cipate	in	a	project	that	used

qualita1ve	interviews	and	arts	workshops	in	order	to	dig	deeper	into	their	understanding

and	feelings	regarding	picturebooks.	The	study	sought	to	ascertain	these	feelings	both

from	a	perspec1ve	of	children	as	readers	(or	consumers)	of	picturebooks,	and	of	children
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as	creators	of	these,	exploring	their	own	self-representa1ons	when	given	control	of	this

par1cular	medium.	

	

Theore1cally,	this	enquiry	draws	on	four	key	aspects	that	meet	at	the	point	of	children’s

reading	of	picturebooks.	The	first	is	Brimon’s	(1977)	‘third	area’	of	play,	whereby	play	-

including	narra1ve	play	-	forms	a	space	(a	‘third	area’)	where	children	can	safely

nego1ate	their	inner	needs	with	the	demands	of	the	outside	world.	The	idea	that	play

and	make-believe	form	an	important	part	of	iden1ty	development	has	been	explored	by

others	(Edminston,	2008;	Lewis,	2001),	as	are	the	interconnec1ons	between	cogni1ve

development,	theory	of	mind	and	neuroscien1fic	theories	of	iden1ty,	and	their

rela1onship	to	reading,	narra1ve	and	learning	(Ahn	and	Miller,	2012;	Greenfield,	2011;

Hall,	Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014;	Kidd	and	Castano,	2013;	Kümmerling-Meibauer	and

Meibauer,	2013;	Nikolajeva,	2012;	Damasio,	2000).	Although	this	research	will	delve

deeper	into	some	of	these	theories	as	part	of	meaning-making	and	surveying	the

literature,	many	of	their	core	arguments	and	ideas	fall	beyond	its	scope.	However,	the

idea	that	narra1ve	can	play	a	fundamental	role	in	children’s	experience	of	self	and

belonging	as	a	space	for	media1on	and	nego1a1on	is	essen1al	to	this	research.	

	

The	second	major	aspect	is	composed	of	different	cultural	studies	disciplines	on

representa1on,	culture	and	iden1ty.	These	form	the	main	analy1cal	lens	in	terms	of

theories	through	which	to	observe	various	processes	of	meaning-making,	and	through

which	to	look	at	the	picturebook	as	part	of	social	discourse.	In	this	research,	I	start	from
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a	set	of	assump1ons	that	understand	reality	as	both	socially	constructed	and	historically

inscribed,	whereby	meaning-making	is	up	to	each	individual,	but	this	meaning-making	is

never	isolated	and	is	perennially	informed	by	the	messages	that	have	been	received

through	cultural	groups,	ins1tu1ons	and	mass	media.	

	

Thirdly,	by	seeing	the	picturebook	as	a	cultural	artefact,	it	is	inscribed	in	history	and

society,	and	therefore	infused	with	values	and	poli1cal	gravitas.	It	has	a	role	in	society	by

reproducing	specific	messages	about	those	to	whom	it	is	aimed,	as	well	as	others,	either

explicitly	or	by	omission.	Picturebooks	also	play	an	important	role	in	societal	prac1ces	of

early	literacy	in	the	UK,	and	they	are	specifically	framed	that	way	by	publishers,

booksellers,	librarians	and	other	gatekeepers	and	creators.	This	role	is	par1cularly

important	for	analysing	picturebooks	at	large,	especially	in	terms	of	issues	of

representa1on.	

	

Finally,	the	changing	concept	of	literacy	and	how	it	is	approached	in	schooling	provides	a

frame	in	which	to	enshrine	children’s	self-understanding.	This	study	uses	a	broad

understanding	of	literacy	as	a	socially,	culturally	and	historically	inscribed	prac1ce	of

meaning-making,	closely	linked	to	iden1ty	and	self-understanding.	In	viewing	iden1ty	as

narra1ve,	literacy	becomes	a	defining	prac1ce	for	understanding	the	place	of	the	self

within	social	discourse.	Literacy	plays	a	central	role	in	early	schooling	years	in	England,

being	at	the	core	of	numerous	policy	changes	and	heated	debates	regarding	teaching

and	learning	methods.	The	picturebook’s	role	as	a	didac1c	tool	for	social	encultura1on
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within	school	environments	place	it	at	the	centre	of	these	discussions,	amplifying	the

need	to	explore	children’s	interac1ons	with	picturebooks	both	through	a	lens	of	literacy

as	meaning-making	and	a	contextual	understanding	of	schooling	prac1ces.	

	

Methodologically,	the	research	can	be	described	broadly	as	interpreta1ve.	In	the	search

for	an	appropriate	methodological	approach	that	does	jus1ce	to	subject	mamer	of

picturebooks	and	meaning-making,	as	well	as	to	my	own	strengths	and	ways	of

understanding,	I	have	embraced	my	role	in	the	research	process	as	that	of	a	‘researcher

as	bricoleur’	(Lincoln,	Lynham	and	Guba,	2011;	Kincheloe	and	McLaren,	2005;	Rogers,

2012).	In	this	role,	I	bring	together	the	tools	I	have	at	my	disposal	in	order	to	design	a

research	approach,	the	most	significant	being	an	ar1s1c	approach	that	makes	best	use

of	my	training	as	an	illustrator	and	my	own	professional	prac1ce.		

	

With	this	in	mind,	I	employ	an	interpre1ve	arts-informed	approach	(Cole	and	Knowles,

2008).	This	approach	permits	not	only	expanding	the	ways	of	expressing	theories,	data

analysis	and	findings	in	terms	of	ar1s1c	interpreta1on,	but	it	also	provides	a	parallel

language	to	academic	discursive	wri1ng.	It	is	a	balanced	way	of	incorpora1ng	visual

prac1ce	alongside	the	tradi1onal	wri1ng,	and	one	that	more	readily	engages	the	reader

in	a	hermeneu1c	cycle	(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001),	in	which	the	reader	par1cipates	in	a

hermeneu1c	analysis	that	may	begin	as	an	assessment	of	the	whole,	and	then	pays

closer	examina1on	to	the	details,	crea1ng	more	and	different	meanings	and

understandings	with	each	reading.	The	arts-informed	approach	is	flexible	enough	to
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adapt	itself	to	other,	more	rigid	approaches	if	need	be,	and	to	incorporate	them	or

aspects	thereof.	In	that	sense,	aspects	from	Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis’	(1997)

portraiture	approach	were	adopted	for	its	par1cular	approach	to	the	experience	of

par1cipants,	seeking	to	create	a	portrait	that	is	not	merely	a	reproduc1on	of	the

par1cipant,	but	rather	constructs	and	communicates	meanings	about	the	par1cipant	as

immersed	in	a	context	and	seen	through	the	research	ac1vity.		

	

In	harnessing	my	pre-exis1ng	skills	as	tools	for	research,	I	also	turn	to	myself,	as

‘instrument’	or	‘ar1st’,	or	as	‘bricoleur’,	to	bring	in	my	own	experience	as	a	means	of

making	sense	of	the	world.	I	acknowledge	that	my	role	as	researcher	cannot	be	fully

removed	from	the	research	process	(Clough,	1996)	,	and	as	such	I	reflect	cri1cally	on	this

role.	Reflexivity	“forces	us	to	come	to	terms	not	only	with	our	choice	of	research

problem	and	with	those	with	whom	we	engage	in	the	research	process,	but	with

ourselves	and	with	the	mul1ple	iden11es	that	represent	the	fluid	self	in	the	research

seang”	(Lincoln,	Lynham	and	Guba,	2011,	p.124).	The	approach	I	take	to	my	reflexive

prac1ce	is	narra1ve	and	pictorial,	ac1ng	as	both	a	reflec1on	of	states	of	mind	in	rela1on

to	my	own	self-discovery	through	the	research,	and	as	an	almost	auto/biographical,

dialogical	way	of	reconciling	the	self	with	the	encountered.	Both,	I	believe,	have	intrinsic

value	to	the	research	process,	not	only	because	the	process	itself	must	elicit,	as	Clough

and	Nutbrown	(2007)	assert,	some	kind	of	change	in	the	researcher,	but	also	because	it

provides	a	clear	and	cri1cal	insight	into	the	choices,	analyses	and	interpreta1ons	I	make

throughout	this	thesis.	The	reflexive	process	is	not	limited	to	reflec1ng	on	this	research
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and	its	proceedings	and	findings,	but	also	on	the	way	the	research	informs	my	own

prac1ce	as	illustrator,	as	both	are	in	a	state	of	perpetual	encounter,	feeding	into	each

other.	Reflexivity	will	also	provide	a	narra1ve	and	cri1cal	look	at	iden1ty,	as,	like

Greenberg	(2011)	says,	it	is	not	possible	to	carry	out	research	on	the	topic	of	iden1ty

without	exploring	one’s	own.	In	this	sense,	my	iden1ty	as	a	Venezuelan	woman	and

migrant,	as	illustrator	and	as	researcher	will	be	looked	at	from	a	more	personal

standpoint,	in	order	to	get	a	clear	picture	of	the	influence	of	these	factors	on	the

research.

	

1.3	Ra1onale1.3	Ra1onale

The	picturebook	and	the	way	children	respond	to	them	have	been	studied	and	analysed

over	the	years	from	a	variety	of	different	angles.	Numerous	studies	have	approached	the

picturebook	itself,	focusing	on	pictures,	words,	or	the	complex	interac1ons	between	the

two	(Doonan,	1993;	Hunt,	1999;	Lewis,	2001;	Moebius,	2009;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,

2001);	others	have	focused	largely	on	children’s	responses	to	picturebooks	(Arizpe	and

Styles,	2003;	Bromley,	1999;	Evans,	1998;	Hepler	and	Hickman,	1982;	Kelly,	2012;	Kiefer,

1986;	Lewis,	2001).	Many	studies	have	also	focused	on	the	cultural	and	poli1cal	aspects

of	picturebooks,	par1cularly	from	theore1cal	perspec1ves	(Kümmerling-Meibauer,

Colomer	and	Silva-Díaz,	2010;	McGillis,	2000;	Nikolajeva,	2010;	Nodelman,	1999;

Sarland,	1999),	or	have	strived	to	bring	to	the	forefront	specific	issues	of	culture	and

iden1ty	through	empirical	studies	and	analysis	(Aerila	and	Kokkola,	2013;	Al-Hazza	and

Bucher,	2008;	Desai,	2011;	Flanagan,	2013;	Fox	and	Short,	2003;	Yoon,	Simpson	and
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Haag,	2010).	However,	the	area	where	these	theories	and	analysis	intersect,	the	actual

feelings	and	voices	regarding	cultural	representa1ons,	iden1fica1ons	and	iden1ty	of	the

children	who	encounter	the	picturebooks,	is	greatly	under-researched.	In	order	to	bemer

understand	the	exis1ng	issues	of	representa1on	and	authen1city	in	what	is	currently	on

offer	in	children’s	picturebooks,	the	study	explores	the	influence	that	these	books	have

in	the	children’s	developing	feelings	of	themselves	and	their	construc1ons	of	others,	and

how	children	may	construct	their	rela1onships	with	these	texts.	This	research	intends	to

add	to	that	young	but	growing	body	of	research	that	seeks	to	bring	children’s	voices	to

the	fore	for	discussing	the	s1ll-monolithic	white	face	of	children’s	literature.	With	this,

the	hope	is	that	we	may	achieve	a	bemer	understanding	of	the	actual	impact	of	these

representa1ons,	and	of	how	children	nego1ate	and	mediate	their	values,	their	sense	of

self,	their	construc1ons	of	others	and	their	place	in	the	world.	

	

The	methodological	approach	is	chosen	for	its	par1cular	suitability	for	the	different

components	of	the	research	beyond	the	researcher.	Arts-informed	and	arts-related

methodologies	in	general	have	already	a	rela1vely	long	history	within	the	field	of

educa1on	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2008;	Eisner,	2008;	Irwin	et	al.,	2009).	They	are	argued	to

have	the	capacity	to	reach	wider	audiences	and	engage	deeper	levels	of	human	emo1on

and	experience	than	is	usual	for	academic	wri1ng	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2010,	2008;	Finley,

2008a;	Lapum	et	al.,	2012).	Arts-related	methodologies	have	been	described	as

democra1zing	(Finley,	2008b)	not	only	because	of	their	wider	reach	but	also	because

they	have	a	greater	emancipa1ng	poten1al	for	research	par1cipants.	In	my	study,	this	is
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approached	through	engaging	children	in	picturebook	making,	allowing	them	to	become

the	‘representers’	and	the	tellers	of	their	own	stories,	instead	of	only	the	interpreters	of

the	stories	of	others.	Arts-related	methods	for	data	collec1on	also	allow	for	more	ways

of	engaging	with	par1cipants	beyond	verbal	expression,	par1cularly	for	children.	Prosser

and	Burke	(2008)	point	out	that	images,	more	than	spoken	or	wrimen	words,	are	a

domain	of	children.	The	expressive	quali1es	of	visual	image	produc1on	are	also

emphasized	in	Clark	and	Moss’	(2011)	Mosaic	approach,	which	seeks	to	‘triangulate’

between	different	modes	of	data	produc1on	and	collec1on	(child-produced

photographs,	walks,	interviews,	observa1on,	interviewing	parents	and	teachers,

pictures,	map	making,	etc.),	and	the	Reggio	Emilia	approach	to	early	years	educa1on,	in

which	the	children’s	voices	are	allowed	to	flourish	in	‘a	hundred	languages’	(Edwards,

Gandini	and	Forman,	2011).	

	

1.4	Structure1.4	Structure

This	thesis	is	structured	into	eleven	chapters.	Between	each	chapter	is	a	short	personal

narra1ve	which	may	func1on	as	an	apercu:	“an	illumina1ng	point	or	story	providing	the

opportunity	to	share	personal	experiences,	to	allow	room	for	reflec1on,	and	to	provide

glimpses	of	personal	voices	throughout	the	text”	(Lahman	et	al.,	2015).	These	personal

intermissions	func1on	as	reflexive	stories,	keeping	the	thesis	grounded	in	my	personal

history	with	literacy	and	iden1ty	that	brings	me	to	ques1on	picturebooks	as	part	of	a

social	discourse.	The	thesis	uses	visual	elements	throughout,	such	as	the	use	of	1tle

pages	portraying	different	masks,	as	visual	aids	to	coherently	thread	the	thesis	together

under	the	image	of	the	mask,	which	is	used	as	a	metaphor	for	the	iden1ty	strategies	and
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cultural	lenses	which	shape	our	perspec1ve	of	the	world.	

	

Following	this	first	introductory	chapter,	chapter	two	chapter	two	is	a	comprehensive	look	at	the

literature	structured	within	the	three	basic	strands	that	inform	the	research:

picturebooks	and	picturebook	theory,	culture	and	iden1ty,	and	literacy,	brought	together

under	the	theme	of	stories.	Literacy	in	this	study	is	understood	as	a	socially,	culturally

and	historically	inscribed	set	of	prac1ces	of	understanding	and	making	meaning	of

different	types	of	informa1on	–	verbal,	visual	and	otherwise	—	which	play	a	role	in	the

media1on	and	nego1a1on	of	iden1ty	in	our	interac1ons	with	others,	with	artefacts	and

with	the	world	at	large.	Literacy	is,	in	no	small	part,	about	being	able	to	understand	and

interpret	different	stories,	as	well	as	being	able	to	tell	one’s	own.	Iden1ty	in	this	study	is

considered	to	be	an	en1ty	that	is	of	a	fluid	and	unstable	nature,	comprised	of	a	variety

of	roles,	facets	and	stories	that	us	and	others	tell	us	about	ourselves.	Iden11es	are

understood	to	be	mediated	narra1vely,	meaning	that	no	one	aspect	of	an	iden1ty	–

gender,	ethnicity,	etc.	—	necessarily	plays	a	more	significant	role	in	the	life	experience	of

a	person	than	any	other.	In	this	sense,	iden11es	are	understood	here	to	be

intersec1onal.	Cultures	are	understood	as	connec1ve	pamerns	of	codes,	behaviours,

beliefs	and	values	that	relate	people	to	one	another.	Cultures,	like	iden11es,	are	also

storied:	transmimed	through	stories,	and	influenced	by	the	stories	we	tell	each	other

about	ourselves,	but	also	by	those	which	others	tell	about	us.	Picturebooks	in	this	sense

represent	a	par1cular	mode	of	storytelling,	one	that	has	been	specifically	construed	and

designed,	since	its	concep1on,	with	an	idea	of	teaching	and	encultura1ng	children.	The
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picturebook	is	therefore	usually	considered	only	to	be	des1ned	for	young	children	or

inexperienced	readers,	and	age	banding	in	the	UK	has	helped	to	keep	it	that	way.	The

literature	review	chapter	explores	these	topics	more	closely.

	

The	third	chapterthird	chapter	explains	the	methodological	underpinnings	of	the	thesis,	examining

issues	of	ontology,	epistemology	and	paradigm.	It	examines	the	research	design,	based

on	Cole	and	Knowles’	arts-informed	methodology,	which	provides	a	flexible	yet	rigorous

and	solid	framework	for	exploring	different	subjects	within	educa1on	and	social	sciences

from	an	ar1s1c	perspec1ve.	The	artworks	created	in	this	approach	are	empha1cally

driven	by	a	research	agenda,	and	although	it	opens	the	research	findings	to	wider

audiences	through	more	engaging	and	accessible	methods	and	plaworms,	its	ethos	lies

on	the	side	of	the	inquiry,	instead	of	allowing	the	arts	to	drive	the	research	prac1ce.	

	

Chapter	fourChapter	four	explores	research	methods	used	in	the	research.	Here	are	details	of	the

seang,	par1cipants	and	recruitment,	ethics,	and	the	different	methods	that	were	used

to	gather	data,	such	as	observa1ons,	interviews	and	a	picturebook	audit.	The	research

methods	are	structured	in	three	layers:	a	conven1onal	or	tradi1onal	layer	that	employs

observa1ons,	audit,	interviews	and	children’s	drawings	to	gather	data;	a	pedagogical

layer	that	places	children	on	the	crea1ve	side	of	picturebooks	by	crea1ng	their	own,	and

an	ar1s1c	layer	that	analyses	data	and	presents	findings	through	a	mixture	of	visual

narra1ves	and	academic	discursive	wri1ng.	Data	gathered	from	the	observa1on	stages	is

first	presented	in	this	chapter,	outlining	the	aims	and	objec1ves	that	each	stage	of	data
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collec1on	had	at	its	core.		This	chapter	also	includes	informa1on	on	the	planning	and

design	of	the	bookmaking	workshops.	

	

Chapter	fiveChapter	five	explains	how	data	was	analysed,	including	details	about	the	design	of	the

audit,	the	use	of	impressionis1c	records,	the	integra1on	of	data	analysis	sonware

MAXQDA	for	transcrip1on	and	codifica1on	of	recordings,	notes	on	reflexive	prac1ce	and

a	closer	look	at	the	visual	narra1ve	methods	that	are	used	in	the	reflexivity	and	data

analysis	chapters	that	follow	(six	to	nine).	These	chapters	use	comics	in	order	to	present,

organise	and	analyse	data,	alongside	print	text.	This	chapter	explains	further	the	use	of

Blurb	to	print	and	bind	the	thesis	in	order	to	bemer	serve	the	images	that	form	a	central

part	of	the	process	of	analysis	and	the	limita1ons	that	this	entailed	in	terms	of	format.	

	

Chapter	sixChapter	six	covers	reflexivity.	It	is	the	first	chapter	that	employs	comics,	and	the	only	one

to	do	so	exclusively.	In	the	chapter,	I	analyse	my	background,	my	sense	of	iden1ty	and

my	rela1onship	with	research,	and	seek	to	connect	these	with	my	experiences	and

choices	in	the	field.	Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis	(1997),	Cole	and	Knowles	(2008)	and

Greenfield	(2011)	cite	the	importance	of	self-examina1on,	of	turning	the	spotlight	onto

the	researcher’s	history	and	sense	of	iden1ty	in	order	to	develop	an	understanding	of

‘iden1ty’	itself.	As	a	self-referen1al	chapter,	it	is	to	be	understood	in	connec1on	with	the

personal	stories	in	the	apercus,	and	the	reader	is	encouraged	to	make	joint	meanings	of

the	texts	and	the	images	to	produce	their	own	understandings	and	interpreta1ons	by

ques1oning	the	informa1on	contained	in	images	and	composi1onal	choices	as	well	as
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text.			

	

Chapters	seven,	eight	and	nineChapters	seven,	eight	and	nine	analyse	the	data	obtained	in	the	field	through	comics	and

print	text.	Chapter	sevenseven	explores	the	physical	and	narra1ve	context	in	which	the

children	at	Edgefield	Primary	encountered	literacy	lessons	and	developed	rela1onships

with	learning	to	read.	Findings	from	this	sec1on	revealed	issues	of	ideology	and

pressures	of	performa1vity	and	curriculum	as	significant	factors	affec1ng	how	the

teachers	of	the	par1cipa1ng	classes	and	Edgefield’s	headteacher	approached	culture	and

literacy	in	the	school.	Chapter	eight	eight	presents	and	analyses	data	from	a	book	ranking

exercise	in	which	the	children	selected	books	and	explained	their	choices	and	influen1al

values,	and	chapter	ninenine	presents	comics	‘portraits’	of	each	child	reconstructed	as	a

‘character’	as	part	of	the	analy1cal	process.	Chapter	nine	contains	and	analyses	data

from	the	bookmaking	workshop,	including	analyses	of	the	children’s	processes	and

images	from	different	exercises,	including	their	storyboards	and	character	designs.

Chapters	seven,	eight	and	nine	contain	blocks	of	comics	followed	by	blocks	of	text.	The

reader	is	again	invited	to	read	the	comics	in	conjunc1on	with	understandings	from	the

text	and	vice	versa,	as	one	inevitably	is	linked	to	the	other.	Chapter	tenChapter	ten,	returning	again

to	print	text	exclusively,	summarises	findings	from	chapters	seven,	eight	and	nine,

returning	to	the	research	ques1ons	and	linking	them	to	the	exis1ng	literature.	

	

Finally,	chapter	eleven	offers	conclusions,	recommenda1ons	for	research	and	prac1ce

and	a	final	reflexive	note	on	my	own	experience	as	a	novice	researcher.
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~1~	

nodus	tollens	

n.	Your	life	is	a	story.	The	days	4lip	past	too	quickly	to	absorb,	a	mass	of

seemingly	random	events.	So	you	look	back	and	highlight	certain	moments	as

important,	as	vital	to	the	main	plot.	You	trace	each	thread	back	to	its	origin,

4inding	omens	and	ironies	scattered	along	the	way,	until	it	all	feels	inevitable

and	your	life	makes	sense.	You	already	know	how	the	story	is	going	to	end,	but

you’re	still	eager	to	skip	ahead,	dying	to	know	what	happens	next.	

There	are	times	when	you	look	up	and	realise	that	the	plot	of	your	life	doesn’t

make	sense	to	you	anymore.	You	thought	you	were	following	the	arc	of	the

story,	but	you	keep	4inding	yourself	immersed	in	passages	you	don’t

understand.	Either	everything	seems	important,	or	nothing	does.	It’s	just	a

mess	of	moments	that	don’t	even	seem	to	belong	in	the	same	genre.	They	keep

changing	depending	on	what	you	choose	to	highlight.	

What	kind	of	story	is	this?	Just	another	coming	of	age	tale,	the	same	one	your

parents	told	with	the	names	switched	around?	Is	your	everyday	life	part	of	the

origin	story	of	something	truly	epic?	Are	you	unwittingly	getting	by	on	other

people’s	charity,	mistaking	your	own	luck	for	your	own	success?
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Are	you	a	character	in	a	romance?	A	tragedy?	A	travelogue?	Or	just	another

cautionary	tale?	

Are	you	on	the	cusp	of	some	heart-breaking	twist,	and	this	is	the	best	it’s

ever	going	to	be?	

As	you	thumb	through	the	years,	you	may	never	know	where	it’s	all	going.

The	only	thing	you	know	is	that	there	is	more	to	the	story.	That	soon	enough

you’ll	4lip	back	to	this	day	looking	for	clues	of	what	was	to	come,	rereading

all	the	chapters	you	skimmed	through	to	get	to	the	good	parts,	only	to	learn

that	all	along,	you	were	supposed	to	choose	your	own	adventure.	

(Koenig,	2015)
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A	book,	any	book,	is	a	cry	in	the	wilderness.	It’s	a	cry	that	says,	‘This	is	the	world	I	

		

recognise,	do	you	recognise	it,	too?’	(Ness,	2014a)	

Books,	and	especially	children’s	books,	have	been	described	by	authors	and	scholars	as

ways	of	finding	iden1fica1on	in	the	experiences	depicted	and	ways	of	finding	a	window

into	the	lives	of	others	(Bishop,	1990;	Moreillon,	2003).	Some	adults	describe	the	act	of

reading	as	a	child	as	a	way	of	‘escaping	into	your	own	head’,	‘finding	oneself’,	or

‘encountering	adventures’	(Herword	Children’s	Book	Fes1val	2014	OFFICIAL	promo,

2015).	Earlier	in	2014,	author	Patrick	Ness	highlighted	the	importance	of	stories	for

children’s	reading	at	the	Imagine	Fes1val	in	London	(Ness,	2014b),	echoing	others	who

have	also	spoken	up	about	the	important	role	that	immersion	and	variety	play	in	the

reading	experience	–	that	a	diversity	of	stories	offer	more	and	more	varied	opportuni1es

for	iden1fica1on	(Chimamanda	Adichie:	The	danger	of	a	single	story,	2009;	Evans,	1998;

Lewis,	1977;	Meek,	1988).	But	if	indeed	iden1fica1on	forms	a	part	of	the	reading

experience,	is	such	a	variety	of	worlds	and	peoples	really	being	presented	in	children’s

books?	Are	these	diverse	opportuni1es	for	iden1fica1on	accessible	to	child	readers?

	

As	2014	saw	then	Children’s	Laureate	Malorie	Blackman	and	popular	children’s	author

and	illustrator	Lauren	Child	call	for	more	cultural	diversity	in	children’s	literature	in

general	(Rus1n,	2013;	Chilton,	2014;	Eyre,	2014),	and	picturebooks	in	par1cular,	it	is

per1nent	then	to	ask	ques1ons	about	the	perceived	lack	of	diversity.	In	this	sec1on,	a
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number	of	factors	that	relate	to	the	complex	ques1oning	of	the	picturebook	as	cultural

artefact	will	be	brought	forward.	Chief	amongst	them	are	issues	of	how	peoples	and

cultures	are	represented,	and	how	authen1c	these	representa1ons	are.	In	this	sense,

Bishop	(2003)	asks	who	chooses	to	represent	whom,	and	how	they	construct	this

representa1on.	Beginning	with	ini1al	ques1ons	of	the	picturebook	as	text,	we	transi1on

then	into	its	role	as	a	cultural	artefact,	the	worldview	that	is	implicit	in	the	picturebook

offer	as	a	whole,	its	role	and	history	as	the	product	of	an	industry	and	the	social

implica1ons	thereof.	

	

Thereaner	follow	considera1ons	of	the	construc1on	of	the	child	reader,	no1ons	of

iden1ty	and	culture,	and	the	larger	discussions	on	representa1on	and	power.	Lastly	will

follow	discussions	on	literacy,	literate	iden11es	and	policy	and	pedagogical	context,

within	which	most	children’s	structured	literacy	prac1ces	will	occur.	These	contribute

greatly	to	the	views	on	literacy	and	reading	that	are	placed	on	children,	and	the	way

they	learn	to	look	at	different	texts,	or	even	construe	the	reading	exercise.	The	literature

review	will	conclude	with	a	short	summary	that	aims	to	bring	these	together	under	a

theme	of	‘stories’	–	not	only	those	told	in	the	pages	of	books,	but	the	stories	of	children,

and	the	contextual	situatedness	of	reading	that	affects	how	children	may	understand

‘reading’	and	‘literacy’.	

	

2.1	Picturebooks:	ways	of	thinking	and	ways	of	seeing2.1	Picturebooks:	ways	of	thinking	and	ways	of	seeing
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In	this	sec1on,	the	picturebook	is	explored	as	ar1s1c,	cultural	and	social	artefact.	I	start

by	trying	to	define	‘picturebook’,	first	by	comparing	different	kinds	of	illustrated	books,

and	anerwards	by	considering	and	analysing	the	different	ways	in	which	the	picturebook

has	been	studied	in	academic	circles.	This	is	followed	by	a	summary	on	the	history	of	the

picturebook	against	different	backdrops:	that	of	the	culture	of	the	1me,	views	on

childhood,	industrial	development	and	technological	processes.	Because	of	the

picturebook’s	posi1on	as	a	chronotope	(Kümmerling-Meibauer,	Colomer	and	Silva-Díaz,

2010;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001;	Sipe	and	Pantaleo,	2010),	reflec1ng	the	1me	and	space

rela1onships	in	which	it	exists,	it	is	important	to	examine	the	situa1ons	that	have	shaped

and	moulded	what	is	today	known	as	a	picturebook,	the	social	and	cultural	aspects	to

which	it	relates,	and	the	industry	within	which	it	has	evolved.	

	

Then	I	examine	current	trends	in	picturebook-making	–what	has	been	deemed	the

‘postmodern’	picturebook—,	and	the	commercial	implica1ons	that	it	has	as	the	product

of	an	industry.	Finally,	the	last	two	sec1ons	observe	the	picturebook	from	a	cultural	and

poli1cal	standpoint	that	view	it	as	an	artefact	for	cultural	reproduc1on,	followed	by	an

examina1on	of	the	implica1ons	of	a	global	culture	and	a	global	picturebook	market	in	an

ever	more	visual	culture	that	grows	more	and	more	culturally	diverse	in	the	21st	century.

		

2.1.1	Defining	‘picturebook’2.1.1	Defining	‘picturebook’

In	order	to	define	what	is	a	‘picturebook’,	one	must	try	to	separate	it	from	other	closely

linked	forms	of	literature	–	for	example,	the	graphic	novel	and	the	illustrated	story	book.
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Lewis	(2001)	defines	the	form	as	a	‘family’	of	literary	works,	and	he	does	so	because	of

the	widely	changing	shapes	and	forms	the	picturebook	can	take.	The	most	obvious	way

is	in	terms	of	format:	picturebooks	may	take	shape	either	as	portrait	(ver1cal),	landscape

(horizontal)	or	square	books,	depending	on	the	needs	of	the	story	and	the	methods	the

illustrator	may	wish	to	use	(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001;	Lewis,	2001;	Sipe	and	Pantaleo,

2010),	and	with	more	frequency	in	recent	years	this	has	been	challenged	to	include

custom-made	shapes,	from	circles	to	pumpkins	and	even	skyscrapers	(Salisbury,	2005).

The	choice	of	format	is	usually	carefully	calculated	to	suit	the	message,	ambiance,

characters	and	story,	and	is	in1mately	related	to	how	the	flow	of	the	story	and	the	whole

of	the	image	are	taken	in	by	a	reader	(Salisbury,	2005).	

	

Picturebooks	most	onen	consist	of	a	total	of	32	pages,	where	24	pages	or	twelve

doublespreads	are	for	illustra1ons	and	text	(Salisbury,	2005).	The	page	preceding	the

first	spread	is	usually	a	1tle	page,	where	a	small	illustra1on	can	be	found	along	with	the

1tle	of	the	book,	the	names	of	writers	and	illustrator,	and	some1mes	publishing

informa1on	–	although	none	of	this	is	set	in	stone,	and	the	use	of	this	page	will	depend

on	the	necessary	length	of	the	story	(Salisbury,	2005).	At	the	beginning	and	end	of	the

book	encasing	the	spreads	are	the	endpapers,	which	although	are	onen	white	or	plainly

coloured	(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001),	they	may	also	have	pamerns	or	illustra1ons

rela1ng	to	the	content	of	the	book.	Many	picturebooks	also	use	the	endpapers	to	hint	at

the	story	within,	or	even	as	story	pages.	The	cover	of	the	picturebook	may	feature	an

illustra1on	from	within	the	book,	altered	or	not,	or	a	completely	different	one
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altogether,	and	the	decision	of	this	cover	will	affect	the	en1re	reading	experience,	as	the

picturebook’s	cover,	unlike	those	of	most	other	books,	plays	a	significant	role	in	seang

the	tone	of	the	reading	experience	(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001).	However,	the	choice	of

cover	is	taken	in	collabora1on	with	the	creators	of	the	book	(be	it	a	sole	author-

illustrator,	or	a	team	of	author	and	illustrator)	along	with	an	editor,	and,	occasionally,

marke1ng	execu1ves	from	the	publishing	house	(Salisbury,	2005).	

	

All	of	these	considera1ons	are	nothing	but	loose	guidance	in	terms	of	deciding	if	a

par1cular	book	‘counts’	as	a	picturebook	or	not.	Not	all	picturebooks,	par1cularly

outside	of	the	anglophone	world,	will	consist	of	32	pages,	and	plenty	will	have

considerably	more	text	than	English-language	books.	Some,	such	as	Rebecca	Dautremer

and	Philippe	Lechermeier’s	Princesses:	Forgomen	and	Unknown,	involve	a	collec1on	of

songs,	poems	and	stories	that	do	not	appear	to	depend	on	the	image	for	interpreta1on,

or	to	even	have	more	than	just	a	general	theme	to	string	them	together,	but	it	is	evident

that	the	text	alone	could	not	bring	to	life	what	the	combina1on	of	clever	rhymes	and

enchan1ng	pain1ngs	certainly	do.	Others,	like	Guillaume	Bianco’s	Billy	Fog	series,	will

stand	as	much	on	the	border	between	graphic	novel,	illustrated	collec1on	and

picturebook	as	much	as	it	stands	on	the	blurry	edges	between	adult	and	children’s

literature,	and	horror	and	comedy.	Brian	Selznick’s	celebrated	The	Inven1on	of	Hugo

Cabret	and	Wonderstruck	both	follow	a	ground-breaking	format	that	alternates

storyboard-like	wordless	sequences	of	pictures	and	en1re	chapters	of	unillustrated	print

text.	Finally,	Chris	Riddell’s	Omoline	series,	generally	considered	a	chapter	book,	relies	on
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pictures	to	further	the	story	–	par1cularly	in	Omoline	at	Sea,	which	even	brings	a	set	of

special	glasses	without	which	some	pictures	cannot	be	fully	seen,	losing	some	of	the	plot

and	the	experience	of	the	story.	

	

All	of	these	books	could	be	considered	picturebooks	in	one	way	or	another,	even	though

most	of	them	would	not	be	classified	as	such	at	bookstores.	Omoline,	as	was	said,	is

usually	stocked	with	chapter	books,	the	Selznick	books	with	novels	for	young	preteens,

the	Billy	Fog	series	is	classified	with	graphic	novels,	and	Princesses	is	usually	found

among	picturebooks,	although	I	am	yet	to	see	it	in	the	UK.	It	should	also	be	said	that

none	of	the	books	men1oned	above	would	generally	be	considered	for	children

between	2-5	or	6-7	years	of	age,	therefore	also	defying	the	idea	that	the	picturebook	is	a

limited	medium	for	telling	stories	to	young	children	–	and	indeed	there	exist	a	number	of

‘crossover’	picturebooks	that	would	be	impossible	to	band	by	age	(Beckem,	2013).	They

illustrate	what	Lewis	(2001)	refers	to	as	a	‘family’	–	the	decision	of	whether	a	book	is	or

is	not	a	picturebook	is	not	always	so	clearly	cut.	However,	it	is	important	to	dis1nguish

picturebooks	from	other	illustrated	books	and	mediums	which	rely	on	image-text

communica1on:	as	medium,	the	par1cular	form	that	the	picturebook	takes	is	openly	and

explicitly	marketed	both	to	adults	as	being	for	young	children	between	2	and	7	years	of

age,	and	to	those	children	themselves.	Addi1onally,	the	books	used	in	schools	for	the

teaching	of	reading	are	also	picturebooks.	Unlike	other	image-text	media,	picturebooks

are	situated	as	important	pedagogical	devices,	appearing	almost	as	a	necessary	step	to

introduce	children	to	reading.
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2.1.2	The	picturebook	in	academic	research2.1.2	The	picturebook	in	academic	research		

Although	in	academic	and	industry	circles	the	picturebook	is	widely	regarded	as	one	of

the	most	complex	and	mul1modal	of	literary	texts	(Arizpe	and	Styles,	2003;	Evans,	1998;

Lewis,	2001;	Meek,	1988;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001;	Nodelman,	1999),	it	is	commonly

viewed	as	a	kind	of	‘prop’	that	“sustains	and	supports	the	ini1ally	incompetent

beginning	reader”	(Marriom,	1998,	p.2).	Indeed,	the	picturebook	is	quite	commonly

constructed	under	this	light.	They	are	generally	considered	to	be	for	very	young	children

(Arizpe	and	Styles,	2003),	that	the	pictures	do	not	require	any	kind	of	special	skill	in

order	to	be	decoded	(Marriom,	1998),	and	that	they	are	only	a	star1ng	point.	Aner

picturebooks,	the	incompetent	reader	will	transi1on	to	more	‘advanced’	texts	(Lewis,

2001;	Marriom,	1998)–	texts	without	pictures,	or	with	significantly	fewer	of	them,	that

do	not	make	use	of	them	for	storytelling.	Picturebooks	in	the	UK	have	been	age-banded

since	2008	(Squires,	2009),	a	decision	that	now	frequently	finds	them	labelled	in

bookshops	under	‘2-5’	and	‘6-7’	age	groups,	sugges1ng	therefore	a	defini1ve	age	limit

for	which	picturebooks	are	supposedly	appropriate.	Puzzlingly,	some	shops	have	areas

banded	as	‘confident	readers’,	for	the	7-9	group,	under	which	may	be	found	a	selec1on

of	chapter	books	and	illustrated	books.	

	

The	picturebook	is	thus	indeed	a	much	underes1mated	but	highly	complex,	mul1modal

literary	medium,	one	that	has	no	equivalent	in	so-called	adult	literature	(Arizpe	and

Styles,	2003;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001)	and	that	calls	for	a	number	of	abili1es	related

to	literacy	which	the	reader	must	be	able	to	perform	in	order	to	get	the	most	meaning
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out	of	the	book.	Its	main	feature	is	the	necessary	dependence	on	both	words	and

pictures	in	order	to	completely	tell	the	story	and	achieve	its	full	understanding	(Doonan,

1993;	Lewis,	2001;	Marriom,	1998;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001).	Although	the	focus	of

this	study	is	on	children’s	interpreta1ons	and	responses	to	the	different	cultural

characteriza1ons	in	picturebooks,	Moebius	(2009)	points	out	the	importance	of

considering	the	medium	and	the	design	as	a	part	of	the	reader’s	experience.	

	

As	Nikolajeva	and	Scom	(2001)	explain,	the	picturebook’s	complexity	is	derived	from	the

confluence	of	two	different	types	of	semio1c	signs	in	order	to	construct	one	single	text.

The	wrimen	word	supposes	then	a	conven1onal	sign,	one	which	has	no	direct	rela1on	to

the	signified	and	for	which	it	is	necessary	to	know	the	code	in	order	to	be	able	to	read

the	text.	In	this	case,	the	code	is	dual	in	terms	of	the	necessary	ability	to	decode	a

language	(English,	for	example),	but	also	being	able	to	read	print	text	–	something

significant	when	discussing	child	readers.	Conven1onal	signs	include	cultural	markers	–

gestures,	dress,	or	emblems	that	may	not	carry	meaning	outside	the	par1cular	culture

that	generated	the	sign	in	ques1on.	Conven1onal	signs	are	also	onen	linear,	which

means	they	have	clear	guidelines	to	be	followed	for	their	interpreta1on.	For	example,

the	decoding	skills	necessary	to	read	wrimen	words	follow	a	clear,	specific	set	of

guidelines	that	allow	the	reader	to	decode	the	text	before	them.	

	

Visual	images,	on	the	other	hand,	are	iconic	signs.	Iconic	signs	are	directly	related	to	the

signified,	in	that	they	are	a	representa1on	or	descrip1on	of	it.	In	this	sense,	a	pain1ng	or
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a	drawing	of	a	pencil	is	an	icon	of	the	physical	object	we	recognise	as	a	pencil,	and	onen

there	is	no	specialist	knowledge	required	for	understanding	icons.	Iconic	signs	are

nonlinear,	and	therefore	provide	no	specifica1on	as	to	where	or	how	we	are	to	begin

interpreta1on.	The	complexity	of	the	picturebook	thus	comes	from	this	combina1on	of

two	different	modes	of	representa1on.	The	diverse	and	limitless	interac1ons	that	arise

create	“an	inseparable	en1ty	of	word	and	image,	which	cooperate	to	convey	a	message”

(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001,	p.6).	This	par1cular	en1ty	is	called	an	iconotext,	a	term

coined	by	Kris1n	Hallberg	(Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001).

	

Each	of	these	forms	of	communica1on	leaves	‘gaps’	that	are	to	be	filled	by	the	reader

with	previous	knowledge	or	experience	(Evans,	1998;	Nikolajeva	and	Scom,	2001),	which

is	not	limited	to	cultural	or	experien1al	knowledge,	but	also	knowledge	related	to	the

structure	of	stories,	use	and	structure	of	language,	themes,	characteriza1on,	rhyme	and

so	on.	Both	the	verbal	and	the	visual	create	their	own	gaps,	and	depending	on	the

interac1on	they	might	both	fill	each	other’s	gaps,	or	only	a	few,	or	none	at	all.	

	

The	study	of	the	picturebook	has	been	approached	in	different	ways	since	their

recogni1on	as	a	significant	part	of	children’s	literature,	and	Nikolajeva	and	Scom	(2001),

Lewis	(2001)	and	Kiefer	(2010)	provide	reviews	of	the	different	angles	that	have	been

used	to	approach	its	study.	Each	agree	on	a	predominant	focus	of	the	picturebook	as	an

educa1onal	tool.	This	par1cular	view	on	the	picturebook	is	relevant	not	only	from	a

historical	perspec1ve	–	since	the	picturebook	was	ini1ally	conceived	specifically	as	a



35

pedagogical	tool—,	but	also	as	encultura1on:	picturebooks	not	only	transmit	cultural

informa1on,	but	they	are	also	inscribed	within	cultural	rituals	in	the	way	in	which	they

are	produced,	marketed,	shared	and	introduced	into	the	life	of	the	child	reader.	

	

Other	studies	have	focused	on	text	and	images	separately,	and	especially	perspec1ves

from	art	cri1cism	and	semiology.	Both	Kiefer	(2010)	and	Nikolajeva	and	Scom	(2001)

remark,	however,	that	a	substan1al	amount	of	the	exis1ng	theory	and	research	focuses

predominantly	on	the	visual	or	the	verbal,	usually	claiming	a	certain	superior	relevance

of	one	over	the	other.	In	this	study,	I	view	the	picturebook	in	a	way	that	agrees	with

Lewis’	(2001)	holis1c	approach,	which	describes	the	interac1on	as	‘interanima1on’,

where	the	reader	plays	a	vital	role,	for	without	them	it	would	not	happen.	This

perspec1ve	that	contemplates	both	the	interanima1on	of	words	and	pictures	(the

iconotext)	and	the	coming	alive	of	the	picturebook	during	a	reading	event	is	termed	by

Lewis	an	‘ecological	view	of	the	picturebook’.	In	the	ecological	view,	each	picturebook	is

an	‘ecosystem’	within	itself,	where	no	single	unit	is	independent	and	images	and	text

each	animate	the	other.	An	ecosystem	is	not	just	composed	of	parts,	but	of	the	myriad

rela1onships	that	exist	between	those	parts.	Similarly,	the	rela1onships	between	texts

and	images	and	how	they	are	used	and	connected	create	a	par1cular	ecosystem	for	each

book.	The	ecological	view	allows	for	flexibility	in	our	observa1on	for	changes	in	the

dynamics	between	text	and	pictures.	

	

An	ecological	view	also	contemplates	the	interanima1on	of	words	and	images	as	they
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happen	in	the	reading	event:	“The	story	[…]	is	not	something	that	takes	place	on	the

page,	nor	in	some	shadowy	realm	of	mental	events,	but	somewhere	in	the	intercourse	of

reader	and	text”	(p.	57).	For	Lewis,	the	text	only	‘lives’	with	the	context	of	the	reading

event.	It	is	this	aspect	in	par1cular	that	is	relevant	to	this	study:	rather	than	focus	on	the

books	in	themselves,	what	is	relevant	to	my	enterprise	is	how	the	stories	become

contextualised	in	the	children’s	own	cultural,	historical	and	personal	stories.	In	line	with

my	own	beliefs	and	as	a	researcher,	the	ecological	view	priori1ses	the	views	of	the	child

reader	and	forces	us	to	take	them	seriously	–	in	the	case	of	this	study,	this	is	both	in	their

comments	and	interpreta1ons	of	picturebooks	and	in	their	capacity	as	book	creators.	

	

2.1.3	Historical	considera1ons2.1.3	Historical	considera1ons

Kiefer	(2014)	draws	a	dis1nct	line	from	prehistoric	art,	through	ancient	Egypt,	the	Roman

codex,	medieval	illustrated	manuscripts	of	the	gospel	and	medieval	Bibles	up	to	the

inven1on	of	the	prin1ng	press	with	movable	types	in	the	16th	century.		Although	the

first	known	English	picture	alphabet	dates	back	to	1570	(Avery,	1995),	Salisbury	(2005)

points	to	the	German	Kunst	und	Lehrbüchlein	as	the	first	prototype	for	an	illustrated

children’s	book,	published	in	1580.	The	book	featured	woodcuts	by	Jost	Amman	and	was

presented	as	book	of	art	and	learning	for	children.	The	first	picturebook	per	se	is

considered	to	be	Orbis	Pictus,	or	Visible	World,	by	Moravian	educa1onalist	Johann	Amos

Comenius	in	1658	(Avery,	1995;	Salisbury,	2005;	Whalley,	2009),	with	the	inten1on	of

facilita1ng	children’s	learning	of	La1n	with	the	aid	of	images.	The	illustra1ons	in	Orbis

Pictus	were	crude	woodcuts	(Avery,	1995;	Salisbury,	2005;	Whalley,	2009),	a	method
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that	was	the	most	popular	with	children’s	books	at	the	1me.	The	picturebook	shares	its

origins	with	the	broadsheet,	and	Whalley	(2009)	understands	these	humble	origins	of

picturebooks	as	indica1ve	of	the	aatudes	of	the	1me	to	children’s	books.	

	

Woodcuts	allowed	for	the	easy	reproduc1on	of	images.	Woodcuang	involves	carving

areas	not	to	be	printed	from	a	block	of	wood,	and	allowed	for	easy	and	cheap

reproduc1on	of	images,	alongside	the	type,	thus	saving	1me.	The	process	was	refined

over	1me,	with	Thomas	Bewick’s	process	of	wood	engraving,	where	metal	engraving

tools	are	used	on	hard	box	wood	by	carving	against	the	grain	(Salisbury,	2005),	leading	to

more	delicate	and	elaborate	illustra1ons.	It	is	during	these	1mes,	in	the	1700s,	that	most

scholars	place	the	birth	of	children’s	literature	(Grenby,	2009),	when	children’s

publishing	began	to	see	light,	first	through	the	work	of	Thomas	Boreman,	and	anerwards

with	John	Newbery,	whose	company	would	con1nue	to	publish	children’s	books	for	over

a	century.	Newbery	would	publish	A	Limle	Premy	Pocket-Book	in	1744,	considered	by

some	to	be	the	first	book	des1ned	for	children’s	entertainment,	inspiring	other	children’s

publishers	to	follow	suit	(Kiefer,	2014).	Nevertheless,	Grenby	(2009)	argues	that	most	of

Newbery’s	publishing	consisted	of	educa1onal	books,	and	that	the	claim	to	Limle	Premy

Pocket-Book	being	the	first	book	meant	for	children’s	entertainment	is	flimsy	at	best.	He

points	to	several	1tles	both	inside	and	outside	of	the	UK	which	had	been	entertaining

children	for	many	years	prior	to	Newbery	and	the	specific	crea1on	of	a	book	designed	to

entertain	children	in	par1cular	–	the	point	of	this	book	was	not	only	to	entertain	or	to	be

fun,	but	to	be	fun	for	children.	Grenby	suggests	that	what	Newbery,	Boreman	and	others
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did	was	establish	a	prin1ng	culture	in	England	that	was	dedicated	to	cater	to	children,

and	thus	to	the	adults	that	would	buy	books	for	them.	Here	Grenby	draws	a	dis1nc1on:

in	that	children’s	books	may	have	existed,	but	only	with	this	prin1ng	culture	was

children’s	literature	possible.

	

Grenby	connects	the	emergence	of	children’s	literature	with	the	drop	in	child	mortality

rates	that	created	a	larger	children’s	market,	and	economic	changes	that	led	to	increased

affluence	and	a	consumer	culture	of	which	literature	was	a	part.		Moreover,	there	was	a

growing	emphasis	on	children’s	educa1on	and	the	role	of	the	mother	in	it,	which	was

seen	as	an	‘imperial	duty’.	Grenby	therefore	argues	that	Newbery	simply	managed	to

capitalise	and	commercialise	exis1ng	processes	of	educa1on,	since	English	mothers	had

already	been	devising	handmade	tools,	toys	and	cards	to	aid	in	their	children’s

educa1on.	

	

Thus	began	the	emergence	of	specialist	children’s	bookshops,	children’s	books	were

stocked	in	libraries	and	were	subject	to	reviews,	and	periodicals	appeared	dedicated

only	to	them	(Grenby,	2009).	At	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	century,	children’s	books,

although	with	limited	audiences	and	print	runs,	were	amrac1ve	enough	that	writers	had

begun	dedica1ng	themselves	to	crea1ng	them,	and	some	had	managed	to	build	careers

on	them	(Grenby,	2009).	During	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	children’s	books

had	become	so	diversified	in	their	genres	that,	although	many	argue	it	was	dominated

by	moral	tales,	there	were	books	being	published	for	boys,	girls,	infants,	colonial	readers
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and	so	on	(Grenby,	2009;	Whalley,	2009).	During	this	1me,	the	preferred	prin1ng

method,	engraving,	permimed	only	for	texts	and	illustra1ons	to	be	printed	separately

(Whalley,	2009).	

	

The	mid-nineteenth	century	saw	the	first	‘Golden	Age’	of	children’s	literature,	a	period

described	by	historians	of	children’s	literature	as	the	first	of	at	least	two	periods	marked

by	the	prolific,	varied	and	revolu1onary	nature	of	children’s	books.	Salisbury	(2005)

notes	Edward	Lear	and	Sir	John	Tenniel’s	famous	Alice	drawings	among	the	most	notable

ar1sts	of	this	1me.	In	terms	of	publishing,	the	Golden	Age	saw	a	demand	for	inexpensive

and	effec1ve	methods	of	reproduc1on,	especially	with	the	wider	use	of	colour	(Whalley,

2009).	For	much	of	this	age,	however,	the	preferred	method	remained	hand-colouring	of

engravings,	followed	by	three	colour	prin1ng.	The	crea1on	of	books	with	illustra1ons

began	to	be	perceived	as	a	work	of	art	(Whalley,	2009),	although	the	final	illustra1on

was	s1ll	not	only	the	work	of	the	illustrator	who	created	it	in	the	first	place	–	but	also	of

the	engraver	who	was	responsible	for	prin1ng.	

	

By	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	and	with	the	expansion	of	literacy	demanding

cheaper	costs	of	produc1on	for	illustrated	texts	(Whalley,	2009),	the	growing	need	for

cuang	costs	had	led	to	the	diminishing	of	quality.	Whalley	(2009)	and	Kiefer	(2014)

credit	ar1st	and	publisher	Edmund	Evans	with	refining	colour	prin1ng	methods,	which

made	possible	to	recreate	the	work	of	the	illustrator	with	greater	fidelity	(Kiefer,	2014).

Thus	were	enlisted	ar1sts	like	Walter	Crane,	Kate	Greenaway	and	Randolph	Caldecom	for
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illustra1ng	texts	for	children.	The	collabora1on	between	the	three	ar1sts	and	Evans

generated	the	term	‘Arts	and	Crans’	(Salisbury,	2005),	and	Caldecom	is	even	credited	as

the	father	of	the	modern	picturebook	–	at	a	1me	when	illustra1ons	simply	mimicked	the

wrimen	text,	Caldecom’s	work	brought	synergy	between	text	and	image	(Salisbury,	2005).

At	the	end	of	the	century,	more	and	more	ar1sts	had	turned	to	picturebook	making	–

ar1sts	like	Beatrix	Pomer,	Arthur	Rackham	and	Leslie	Brooke.	The	kind	of	picturebook

where	the	weight	of	telling	the	story	was	not	only	on	the	wrimen	word	but	relied	also

heavily	on	the	image	became	the	standard	for	the	twen1eth	century	(Kiefer,	2014),	and

soon	the	preferred	method	of	prin1ng	abandoned	Evans’	chromolithography	in	favour	of

four-colour	prin1ng	(Salisbury,	2005).	

	

During	this	first	Golden	Age	of	children’s	books,	as	Carpenter	(2009)	notes,	the

roman1cised	view	of	childhood	was	turned	on	its	head,	genera1ng	ideas	of	‘leang

children	be’,	and	imagina1ve	children’s	books	that	subverted	dominant	perspec1ves

began	to	emerge,	most	notably	Alice	in	Wonderland	and	The	Book	of	Nonsense

(Salisbury,	2005;	Carpenter,	2009;	Hunt,	2009).	During	this	1me,	the	barriers	between

‘children’s	literature’	and	‘adult	literature’	became	more	marked	(Hunt,	2009),	and	the

percep1on	of	the	child	as	a	miniature	adult	began	to	recede	(Carpenter,	2009).	Hunt

(2009)	notes	the	clear	gender	divides	of	the	1me,	as	well	as	the	colonialist	and

imperialis1c	values	embedded	in	stories	for	boys.	

	

Carpenter	(2009)	iden1fies	two	strands	in	children’s	books	at	the	1me:	heroic	stories
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with	no1ons	of	chivalry	which	he	claims	were	based	on	Arthurian-style	medievalism,	and

an	introspec1ve,	fantas1c	strand	which	involved	impossibili1es,	such	as	magical	events

or	talking	animals	and	toys.	He	credits	this	surge	of	fantas1c	stories	on	a	general	sense	of

anxiety,	uncertainty	and	pessimism	that	1nted	the	lives	of	children’s	writers	(2009),	all	of

which	were	borne	out	of	economic	and	social	troubles	within	Great	Britain.	This	marked

a	feeling	of	‘searching	for	Arcadia’	that	is	present	in	the	works	of	ar1sts	like	A.A.	Milne,

J.M.	Barrie	and	Beatrix	Pomer.	The	first	Golden	Age	of	English-language	children’s

literature	coincides	with	what	is	also	considered	the	Golden	Age	of	Scandinavian

children’s	literature,	and	children’s	books	were	also	being	widely	developed	in	Russia

and	the	USSR	(Hunt,	2004).

	

At	the	turn	of	the	twen1eth	century,	the	educa1on	reforms	and	expansion	of	literacy

also	meant	that	more	and	more	children	had	access	to	more	books,	but	also	more	‘lower

quality’,	‘run	of	the	mill’	illustra1ons	(Whalley,	2009)	alongside	the	more	complex	works

of	Caldecom	and	Greenaway.	It	has	been	suggested	that	the	first	Golden	Age	of	children’s

literature	that	saw	the	birth	of	the	picturebook	as	medium	was	to	end	with	the	First

World	War	(Carpenter,	2009;	Hunt,	2009;	Whalley,	2009),	and	the	1mes	during	which

the	child	reader	had	been	treated	as	an	equal	and	the	boundaries	between	children’s

and	adult	literature	had	been	explored	came	to	a	halt.	As	instability	grew	during	the	war

and	aner	–with	the	women’s	rights	and	working	class	movements—,	children’s	literature

between	the	world	wars	became,	according	to	Hunt	(2009,	p.	73)	“about	protec1on	–

ostensibly	protec1ng	the	child,	actually	protec1ng	the	adult”	from	the	very	real	dangers
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of	Nazism	and	the	Spanish	Civil	War	in	the	outside	world,	and	the	home	threats	to	the

status	quo.	

	

Technological	advances	were	not	to	go	unno1ced.	Although	four-colour	prin1ng

perpetuated	the	popularity	of	drawing	as	a	preferred	medium	for	children’s	illustra1on,

the	influen1al	US	illustrator	Howard	Pyle	warned	that,	with	the	advent	of	halnone

prin1ng	(which	allowed	for	prin1ng	con1nuing	tones	between	black	and	white),

illustrators	would	soon	need	to	learn	how	to	paint	(Salisbury,	2005).	S1ll,	however,	black

and	white	drawings	were	the	preferred	method	because	of	their	low	cost	of	produc1on

compared	to	large	colour	plates	–	and	the	popularity	of	ar1sts	who	worked	in	this

medium,	like	Edward	Ardizzone,	con1nue	to	this	day.	

	

A	Second	Golden	Age	of	children’s	literature	emerged	in	the	mid-1950s,	and	lasted

throughout	the	1970s.	Again	the	trend	was	towards	‘revolu1on’	–	almost	every

publishing	house	had	by	then	a	children’s	department	(Hunt,	2009),	and	works	were

again	challenging	and	ques1oning	old	genera1onal	values,	some1mes	leaving	endings

unresolved.	S1ll,	however,	Hunt	(2009)	denotes	a	trend	in	maintaining	a	‘circular’	shape

in	the	story,	where	the	child	in	the	end	would	return	home	to	safety.	

	

Thanks	to	quickly-developing	technologies,	this	period	also	saw	more	expressive

illustra1ons	develop	(Salisbury,	2005).	Picturebooks	now	showcased	different

techniques:	oils,	pastels,	watercolours,	inks,	collages	and	different	prin1ng	methods
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con1nued	to	add	to	the	old	woodcuts	(which,	now	much	more	refined	and	developed,

have	con1nued	through	this	day,	especially	through	the	works	of	John	Lawrence).	The

picturebooks	which	now	form	what	is	considered	the	‘canon’	of	children’s	picturebooks

in	England	come	mainly	from	these	two	Golden	Ages:	Beatrix	Pomer,	A.	A.	Milne	and

Ludwig	Bemelmans’	works	are	s1ll	in	print,	as	are	any	number	of	so-called	classics	from

the	second	golden	age.	Scholars	point	to	the	works	of	Maurice	Sendak,	John

Burningham,	Raymond	Briggs,	Anthony	Browne,	Judith	Kerr,	Shirley	Hughes	and	Quen1n

Blake	as	some	of	the	more	significant	of	this	second	Golden	Age.	

	

Outside	of	the	anglophone	world,	children’s	literature	also	flourished	during	these	years,

considered	the	‘Classical	Age’	of	the	picturebook	in	Switzerland	(Hunt,	2004).	During	this

period	the	Bologna	Children’s	Book	Fair,	the	biggest	and	most	important	event	dedicated

to	children’s	publishing	in	the	world,	was	established	in	1963	(Bologna	Children’s	Book

Fair,	2015).	The	influen1al	Moomin	picturebooks	that	have	become	a	hallmark	of	Finnish

illustra1on	and	a	European	classic	were	also	published	during	this	era.	Outside	of

Europe,	Indian	children’s	publishing	also	became	established	during	this	1me	(Hunt,

2004),	and	the	Venezuelan	publishing	house	Ekaré,	considered	a	pioneering	publisher	in

La1n	America,	was	founded	in	1978	(Ediciones	Ekaré,	n.d.).	In	the	United	States,	the	first

picturebook	featuring	an	African-American	child	was	published:	The	Snowy	Day,	by

Jewish	author	and	illustrator	Ezra	Jack	Keats.
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2.1.4	The	child	in	children’s	literature2.1.4	The	child	in	children’s	literature

Before	con1nuing	to	analyse	any	further	the	shapes	that	the	picturebook	has	taken	in

more	recent	years,	it	is	worthwhile	to	stop	and	consider	the	role	of	the	child	itself	in

children’s	literature.	Any	study	of	children’s	literature	has	to	address	the	interac1on

between	the	child,	the	text	and	the	adult	cri1c	(Hunt,	2005).	The	very	concep1on	of

children’s	literature	rests	on	the	exis1ng	power	imbalance	between	children	and	adults.

Aner	all,	children’s	books	are	texts	wrimen,	illustrated,	published,	marketed,	sold,	bought

and	cri1qued	by	adults,	and	some1mes	read	by	them,	too	–	even	though	they	are

allegedly	meant	for	children.	Therefore	many	cri1cs,	most	notably	Lesník-Oberstein,

Jacqueline	Rose	and	David	Rudd	(Lesník-Oberstein,	1999;	Reynolds,	2009),	have

ques1oned	this	‘child’	in	children’s	literature.	The	term	‘children’s	literature’	in	itself	can

be	considered	conten1ous,	and	has	been	called	into	ques1on	by	scholars	(Jones,	2006;

Nikolajeva,	2010b;	Reynolds,	2009).	Indeed	the	very	idea	of	a	type	of	literature	defined

solely	by	its	intended	audience	is	a	strange	one	(Lesník-Oberstein,	1999).

	

Most	of	the	works	ques1oning	the	child	in	children’s	literature	take	one	of	two	possible

stands:	that	of	an	‘essen1al’	child,	whose	needs	can	be	seen	and	addressed,	and	that	of

a	voiceless,	non-existent	child	that	is	constructed	by	adult	creators	(Rudd,	2005).

Regarding	the	child,	Rudd	agrees	with	how	Jacqueline	Rose	described	it	in	her	1984	work

The	Case	of	Peter	Pan,	or	The	Impossibility	of	Children’s	Fic1on:	

	

…that	the	child	of	children’s	fic1on	is	a	construct;	that	it	is	presented	as
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innocent,	pure	and	asexual,	as	a	fe1sh	for	adults	to	disavow	their	own	lack	of

completeness;	that	it	is	also	seen	standing	outside	the	general	slipperiness	of

language	and	problems	of	iden1ty;	and,	consequently,	that	it	is	impossible	for

any	children’s	book	to	speak	to	and	for	children	as	a	group	(Rudd,	2007)

	

This	vision	of	the	child	that	sounds	almost	ethereal	can	be	problema1c,	and	it	is	so	with

regards	to	this	study	because	books	are	read	by	real	children	who	do	discover	and

nego1ate	iden11es,	sexuali1es	and	difference.	However,	as	Reynolds	(2009)	and	Hunt

(2005)	state,	although	children’s	literature	is	not	unaccustomed	to	being	disregarded	as

somewhat	lesser,	not	only	is	it	a	frequent	subject	of	harsh	censorship	and	even	boycoms

(par1cularly	in	the	US,	with	regard	to	the	anglophone	world),	but	it	has	been	used	as	a

vehicle	for	the	dissemina1on	of	views	and	values.	An	example	of	this	is	Newman	and

Souza’s	picturebook	Heather	Has	Two	Mommies	(1995),	which	ranks	11th	in	the

American	Library	Associa1on’s	top	100	most	challenged	books	of	1999-2000	(ALA,	2016),

and	which	con1nues	to	be	challenged	frequently	in	the	United	States	(Peters,	2016)

because	its	depic1on	of	a	child	growing	up	with	homosexual	parents.	In	the	UK,	Danish

picturebook	Jenny	lives	with	Eric	and	Mar1n	(Bosche	and	Hansen,	1983),	also	portraying

a	child	growing	up	with	homosexual	parents	–Jenny’s	father	and	stepfather—,	led	to	a

public	controversy	that	resulted	in	Sec1on	28	of	the	Local	Government	Act	1988,	which

prevented	local	authori1es	from	‘promo1ng’	homosexuality	or	the	teaching	of

homosexuality	as	acceptable	as	a	family	rela1onship	in	maintained	schools	(Local

Government	Act	1988).
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The	picturebook	is	not	a	vehicle	without	the	poten1al	to	be	problema1c	or	challenging,

but	a	cultural	and	social	one	that	reproduces	certain	values,	and	therefore	it	can	be	used

to	examine	the	values	of	the	1mes	in	which	it	belonged	(Colomer,	2010).	The	portrayal

of	children	in	children’s	books	and	the	implied	reader	they	address	thus	say	more	about

how	children	are	perceived	and	understood	in	a	society	than	about	readers	themselves.

Ommundsen	(2011)	finds	an	encounter	between	child	culture	and	adult	culture	in

children’s	literature,	examining	through	two	Scandinavian	picturebooks	how	the

portrayal	of	the	child	–and	thus	an	ideal	image	of	how	the	child	is	supposed	to	be,	and

the	values	it	is	supposed	to	hold	as	a	member	of	society—	has	changed	over	1me.

Comparing	the	1941	classic	Duk1ga	Annika	(‘Clever	Annika’)	(Beskow,	1941)	with	the

more	modern	Snill	(‘Kind’)	(Dahle	and	Nyhus,	2002),	Ommundsen	observes	how	the

quali1es	of	being	quiet,	kind,	helpful	and	community-oriented	which	made	Annika

‘clever’	in	1941,	in	2002	made	Lussi,	the	main	character	in	Snill,	blend	into	the	wall	and

become	part	of	the	wallpaper.	The	values	that	make	a	child	‘clever’	or	good	in	1941	are

dissimilar	from	those	which	make	a	child	good	in	2002:	

	

To	emancipate	herself	from	the	tradi1on	and	the	ideal	of	good	girls,	Lussi	has	to

find	her	own	voice	and	scream	and	shout	un1l	the	wall	breaks	down,	so	that	she

can	walk	out	of	the	wall.	The	new	ideal	child	she	represents	is	a	dirty,	uncombed,

but	happy	girl,	with	a	finger	in	her	nose	and	an	enormous	appe1te.	The	ideal	of

today	is	no	longer	to	be	good,	but	to	be	visible.	(Ommundsen,	2011,	p.34)



47

Colomer	(2010)	does	a	similar	analysis.	Reynolds	(2009)	points	to	what	Higonnet	refers

to	as	the	‘knowing’	child	that	children’s	books	have	turned	to	addressing	throughout	the

20th	century.		

	

Another	abstract	concept	that	is	very	fiercely	1ed	to	cri1cism,	use	and	even	the	crea1ve

stages	of	children’s	literature	is	that	of	what	is	‘good’	(Hunt,	2009,	1999;	Lesník-

Oberstein,	1999;	Ommundsen,	2011;	Reynolds,	2009).	This	is	not	meant	in	terms	of	taste

or	amempts	at	objec1ve	evalua1on	of	whether	a	text	can	be	considered	‘good’	or	‘bad’

according	to	some	set	of	standards,	but	rather	it	is	linked	to	society’s	idea	of	what	is

‘good	for	children’	and	‘suitable	for	children’.	These	are	decisions	made	from	sets	of

values	or	ideas	about	what	children	(and,	one	could	argue,	their	parents)	are,	what	they

enjoy	and	what	they	can	or	cannot	understand.	Adults	decide	what	is	good	for	children,

and	create	portrayals	of	children	who	embody	specific	sets	of	desirable	values.	Children’s

books	can	therefore	be	described	as	‘socialising’	or	‘encultura1ng’	tools,	or	as	Jacqueline

Rose	described	it,	as	‘coercively	normalising’	(Reynolds,	2009).	Nikolajeva	(2010b)

describes	the	normalising	power	imbalance	in	children’s	literature	with	the	term

aetonorma1vity,	or	the	norma1vity	of	adult	rules	and	behaviours.	Within	the	common

circular	structures	of	many	books	where	children	leave	the	safety	of	home	for	adventure

only	to	return	to	it	in	the	end	with	lessons	learned,	the	superiority	of	adult	ways	is

usually	highlighted	as	normal,	or	at	least,	preferable.	

	

Children’s	literature	can	also	play	subver1ng	roles	(Nikolajeva,	2010b),	however,	and,
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paradoxically,	it	has	a	great	influence	on	itself	on	this	mamer	by	virtue	of	the	passing	of

1me.	Children’s	authors	and	illustrators	were	ostensibly	themselves	child	readers,	and

literature	provides	a	model	or	‘an1-model’	for	the	works	they	create:	“Like	childhood

itself,	the	stories	do	not	disappear,	but	con1nue	to	unfold	and	inform	how	we	interpret

the	world”	(Reynolds,	2009,	p.	104).	Many	1mes	we	have	heard	children’s	writers	talk

about	the	books	they	read	as	children	as	the	reason	or	the	mo1va1on,	in	one	way	or

another,	for	wri1ng	themselves	(cf.	Herword	Children’s	Book	Fes1val	2014	OFFICIAL

promo,	2015),	and	since	book	creators	rarely	think	of	age	ranges	or	target	audiences

when	crea1ng	a	book	(Salisbury,	2010),	we	can	suppose	that	childhood	readings	have	a

las1ng	impact	through	to	adulthood.	As	cultural	objects,	children’s	books	provide

encultura1on	into	the	social	structures	in	which	they	live,	but	they	also	represent	a

space	where	the	rules	of	this	culture	can	be	tested	and	expanded,	and	new	grounds	can

be	explored	–	and	especially	so	in	picturebooks	(Goldstone,	2009;	Reynolds,	2009).	

	

However,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	this	only	relates	to	the	study	of	children’s

literature	outside	of	the	interac1on	of	children	with	the	literature.	The	way	in	which

children	choose	and	interpret	the	books	and	media	with	which	they	interact	has	a

significant	bearing	on	how	what	is	contained	within	the	picturebooks	is	carried	across	–

aner	all,	the	ecosystem	of	the	picturebook	only	comes	to	life	in	the	interac1on	with	the

reader.		Several	studies	have	focused	on	this	interac1on,	and	on	how	children	respond

and	relate	to	the	texts.	Meek	(1988;	2001),		Azripe	and	Styles	(2003),	Bromley	(1999),

Sipe	(2008)	and	Hickman	(Hepler	and	Hickman,	1982;	Hickman,	1981,	1980)	have	noted
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the	role	intertextuality	plays	–	the	ways	in	which	children	use	their	knowledges	in	order

to	make	meaning	of	picturebooks.	These	intertextual	links	speak	of	the

interconnectedness	of	different	literacies	and	of	an	integra1on	of	reading	the	world	with

reading	the	word	(or	the	book),	and	therefore	relates	to	the	construc1on	and

understanding	of	‘literacy’	as	a	concept,	which	will	be	explored	later	on.	Children	also

make	emo1onal	connec1ons	with	texts	(Hickman,	1980;	Coulthard,	2003;	Watson	and

Styles,	1999)	and	with	the	act	of	reading	as	well	as	the	social	experience	of	reading

(Hepler	and	Hickman,	1982;	Rogers	and	Elias,	2012;	Scherer,	2014).	Finally,	recently

scholars	have	begun	exploring	the	rela1onships	between	literature	and	cogni1on,

emo1onal	intelligence	and	theory	of	mind,	and	the	role	that	fic1on	(and	par1cularly

picturebooks)	plays	in	their	development	(Kümmerling-Meibauer,	Colomer	and	Silva-

Díaz,	2010;	Kümmerling-Meibauer	and	Meibauer,	2013;	Nikolajeva,	2012a,	2013b;	a,

2012b,	2010a).	

	

For	this	study,	the	focus	is	in	the	making	of	meaning,	both	as	interpreters	of	texts	and	as

interpreters	of	themselves	as	they	bring	their	stories	into	picturebooks.	Therefore,

although	the	perspec1ves	on	the	picturebook	in	itself	as	medium,	cultural	artefact	and

chronotope	must	be	understood	and	kept	in	mind,	my	main	interest	is	to	explore	the

ways	in	which	children’s	interac1ons	and	meaning-making	reflect	their	self-concept	and

hint	at	their	sense	of	self.
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2.1.5	The	picturebook	today2.1.5	The	picturebook	today

The	very	nature	of	the	picturebook	as	place	for	encounter	and	experimenta1on	has

allowed	it	to	explore	the	limits	and	boundaries	of	the	form	since	the	last	‘Golden	Age’	at

the	end	of	the	1970s.	At	the	turn	of	the	21st	century	we	find	ourselves	considering	the

idea	that	we	might	be	living	in	a	third	Golden	Age	of	the	picturebook	(Hunt,	2009),	as

authors	and	illustrators	play	with	self-referen1ality,	parody,	intertextuality	and	other

metafic1ve	devices	(Goldstone,	2009;	Lewis,	2001;	Sipe	and	Pantaleo,	2010).		Besides

these	textual	and	narra1ve	developments,	the	speed	at	which	print	and	digital

technologies	have	developed	has	resulted	in	an	extremely	wide	array	of	choices	for

visual	crea1on,	meaning	that	the	picturebooks	of	our	1me	are	not	determined	by	the

‘style	of	the	1mes’,	as	in	previous	1mes	with	woodcuts	and	drawing.	Rather,	they	display

a	range	of	ar1s1c	languages	that	span	from	those	very	woodcuts	to	classical	styles	of

pain1ng,	digital	colours	and	vectors	to	painstaking	paper	cuang	and	collaging	(Salisbury,

2005).	

	

Scholars	have	called	books	that	push	these	boundaries	in	narra1ve	and	expression

‘postmodern	picturebooks’.	These	type	of	texts	are	defined	by	specific	characteris1cs,

such	as	those	iden1fied	by	Sipe	and	McGuire	(Sipe	and	Pantaleo,	2010),	or	by	Lewis

(2001)	and	displayed	in	Table	1.	Although	both	sets	are	quite	similar	and	onen	note

similar	or	iden1cal	phenomena,	they	can	also	be	seen	as	complementary,	providing	a

more	complete	picture	of	what	aspects	academics	refer	to	when	they	describe	a

par1cular	picturebook	as	being	‘postmodern’	or	exhibi1ng	‘postmodern	features’.	There
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Table	1	-	Comparison	of	Lewis'	and	Sipes	and	McGuire's	characteris1cs	of	postmodern	picturebooks
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are	three	things	which	I	believe	are	most	important	to	point	out	in	a	discussion	about

postmodern	picturebooks.	

	

First	is	Salisbury’s	(2010)	perspec1ve	as	an	ar1st	on	the	‘postmodern	picturebook’.	As	he

points	out,	illustrators	and	authors	do	not	think	in	terms	of	‘postmodernism’,	focusing

instead	on	their	cran	and	what	suits	their	story	and	their	own	visual	iden1ty.	In	an

interview	(Evans,	1998),	Anthony	Browne	answered	a	ques1on	about	the	postmodern

quality	of	his	books	by	saying	that	while	it	sounds	like	a	posi1ve	comment,	it	is	not

something	he	spends	much	1me	thinking	about	(p.	195).	The	view	of	what	is

postmodern	in	picturebooks	is	not	borne	from	illustra1on	or	arts	courses,	but	rather

from	verbal-centric	academic	circles	(Salisbury,	2010),	and	the	bulk	of	picturebook

theory,	analysis	and	cri1cism	is	done	and	informed	by	people	who	do	not	come	from

visual	arts	backgrounds,	but	from	verbal	backgrounds.	Their	exper1se	and	knowledge

notwithstanding,	the	lenses	they	provide	for	analysis	are	onen	verbal-centric,	and	try	to

translate	the	visual	and	the	complex	visual-verbal	interac1on	into	verbal	terms

(Salisbury,	2005).	Salisbury	(2010)	also	alerts	us	that	labels	such	as	‘postmodern’	iden1fy

a	specific	trend	in	the	field,	and	therefore	lead	to	imita1ons	and	to	illustrators	not

developing	any	par1cularly	strong	visual	iden1ty,	instead	reproducing	what	is	already

successfully	being	produced.	The	following	of	certain	fashions	in	picturebooks	does

more	for	homogenising	the	field	than	it	does	for	pushing	boundaries	and	exploring	the

limits	of	ar1s1c	expression	or	storytelling.
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Lewis	(2001)	dis1nguishes	between	postmodernity	and	postmodernism.	The	first,	he

explains,	refers	socially	to	the	condi1on	in	which	Western	society	finds	itself	aner	the

undermining	of	many	of	the	ideals	of	the	Enlightenment,	especially	the	18th	century

belief	in	progress	and	reason	that	was	shocked	to	its	core	in	the	20th	century.	The	lamer

accentuates	a	cultural	aspect,	and	refers	to	“the	cultural	and	intellectual	phenomena

that	have	grown	out	of	the	rubble”	(p.	88),	and	have	developed	since	the	1960s	in	works

of	art	and	other	cultural	forms.	If	we	see	this	in	rela1on	to	the	influence	of	childhood

readings	–and	interpreta1ons	and	impressions	of	the	world	that	inevitably	were	formed

during	those	readings—	in	the	literary	and	ar1s1c	crea1ons	of	the	adult	(Reynolds,

2009),	it	stands	to	reason	that	any	social	departure	from	the	values	of	modernity	into	a

postmodernity	should	engender	works	of	art	that	ques1on	the	establishments	of

modernity	and	turns	them	on	their	heads.	Postmodernism	is	an	inevitable	result	of

postmodern	thinking,	or,	more	to	the	point,	a	nonverbal	manifesta1on	of	it,	and	it

should	be	rather	natural	that	current	picturebook	ar1sts	should	seek	to	divert	and

subvert	the	picturebooks	from	modernity.		

	

Finally,	the	development	of	such	lists	that	help	to	iden1fy	certain	books	as	‘postmodern’

can	too	easily	create	an	unfortunate	binary	of	‘postmodern’	or	‘not	postmodern’,	in

which	case	it	is	more	useful	to	see	picturebooks	as	located	upon	a	‘con1nuum	of

postmodernism’	(Sipe	and	Pantaleo,	2010).	Through	evalua1ng	the	lists	of	postmodern

amributes	that	Lewis	and	Sipe	and	McGuire	have	compiled,	it	can	be	surmised	that	a

picturebook	can	be	postmodern	in	terms	of	visual	elements,	narra1ve,	the	discussion	of
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certain	issues	(such	as	death	or	war,	some1mes	considered	somewhat	‘taboo’	for

children’s	stories),	or	even	depic1ons	of	ethnic	and	cultural	difference.	Although	s1ll

very	small,	there	are	now	voices,	portrayals	and	discourses	in	picturebooks	that	go

beyond	the	tradi1onal	Western	depic1ons	of	difference,	and,	for	that	mamer,	the	‘white

or	mul1cultural’	and	‘West	or	The	Rest’	binaries.	

	

In	any	case,	it	would	do	good	to	remember	that	this	concep1on	of	a	‘postmodern	turn’

in	picturebook	crea1on	is	inscribed	in	a	specific	historical	and	philosophical	thought,

which	marks	it	as	inherently	Western.	Salisbury	(2010)	suggests	that	“countries	that	have

had	the	least	exposure	to	Western	culture	are	onen	those	whose	books	exhibit	the	best

art	in	picturebooks,	and	whose	output	contains	the	lowest	level	of	self-referen1al

postmodernism”	(p.	24).	He	goes	on	to	ponder	if	perhaps	the	‘innocent	eye’,	free	of

postmodern	references,	supposes	a	most	powerful	tool	for	more	personal	and	ar1s1c

ways	of	communica1ng	visually.	It	would	s1ll	be	helpful	here	to	enquire	exactly	what	he

means	here	by	‘countries	with	the	least	exposure	to	Western	culture’	and	by	‘Western

culture’	altogether,	since	these	statements	are	framed	within	his	par1cipa1on	in	the

choosing	of	a	book	out	of	under	a	thousand	entries	for	the	Bologna	Ragazzi	Awards	in

2007,	which	was	awarded	to	Norwegian	ar1st	S1an	Hole	(Salisbury,	2010).	

		

2.1.6	Picturebook	and	industry2.1.6	Picturebook	and	industry

Picturebook	crea1on	is	not	limited	to	those	who	author	them,	but	is	also	con1ngent	on

the	systems	that	choose,	edit,	publish,	market	and	sell	them:	the	gatekeeping	systems
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between	the	adult	illustrator	and	the	ul1mate	reader.	Although	authors	–and

‘authorstrators’,	as	Salisbury	(2010)	calls	author/illustrators—	certainly	play	a	part	in

making	decisions	throughout	their	wri1ng	and	craning	of	stories	and	characters,	their

original	product	rarely	makes	it	through	the	publishers	and	onto	the	shelves	without	first

being	subject	to	edi1ons,	changes	and	redesigns,	however	minor.	Therefore,	publishers

play	a	big	part	in	the	process	of	establishing	the	cultural	and	societal	values	that

picturebooks	and	their	characters	will	embody,	being	the	first	who	get	a	say	on	what	is

‘good’	or	what	is	‘suitable’,	even	if	some1mes	these	decisions	will	be	market-driven.	In

the	UK,	picturebooks	are	subject	to	much	commercial	pressure	for	the	sake	of	selling

coedi1ons	–the	possibility	of	selling	the	same	book	with	minimal	or	no	changes	across

different	English-speaking	countries—,	something	which	ul1mately	drives	down	quality

standards	(Salisbury,	2010).	

	

Modern	children’s	publishing	is	a	strong	economic	force	(Squires,	2009),	governed	by	a

very	small	number	of	large	conglomerates,	known	as	the	‘Big	Five’:	HarperCollins,

Hacheme,	MacMillan,	Penguin	Random	House	and	Simon	&	Schuster.	However,	in	the	UK

a	large	number	of	independent	smaller	companies	have	significant	market	penetra1on

in	children’s	books	(Squires,	2009):	Usborne,	Walker	Books,	Andersen	Press,	Bloomsbury,

Oxford	University	Press,	Nosy	Crow	and	Child’s	Play	among	several	others.	Companies

such	as	Tamarind	Books	(now	an	imprint	of	Penguin	Random	House)	and	Phoenix	Yard

have	seen	success	in	the	picturebook	publishing	business	as	well	by	focusing	on

rela1vely	niche	markets:	diversity	and	inclusion,	and	translated	books,	respec1vely.
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Despite	it	being	a	strong	industry,	it	s1ll	sees	itself	threatened	by	other	forms	of

entertainment,	such	as	children’s	television	and	videogames	(Squires,	2009;	Tucker,

2009),	and	it	has	responded	through	efforts	in	merchandising	and	mul1media.	These

include	the	transforma1on	of	popular	picturebook	characters	(such	as	Lauren	Child’s

Charlie	and	Lola)	into	television	characters,	or	1e-in	books	that	bring	television

characters	into	books	(such	as	Dora	the	Explorer	books),	and	are	therefore

merchandising	elements	for	the	original	television	show.	

	

Current	anxie1es	surrounding	the	picturebook	publishing	world	are	related	to	a	number

of	factors.	On	one	hand,	there	are	fears	that	the	undoubtedly	market-driven	approach	of

UK	children’s	publishing	translates	into	diminished	quality	in	the	books	that	are

produced	(Salisbury,	2010;	Squires,	2009).	Another	factor	is	the	rising	market	for	e-books

and	the	changing	models	of	informa1on	dissemina1on	and	reader	interac1on

(Booksellers	Associa1on,	2014;	O’Leary,	2014;	Robinson,	2014),	even	though	illustrated

books	in	print	are	yet	to	find	an	electronic	itera1on	that	puts	them	in	the	same	posi1on

as	the	adult	book	market	(Birtle,	2014;	Shatzkin,	2014).	Picturebooks	have	seen

decreasing	sales	numbers	throughout	the	21st	century	(Squires,	2009;	Travis,	n.d.),

something	that	increases	anxie1es	regarding	the	future	of	original	picturebooks	as

television	1e-ins	rise	in	popularity.	Squires	(2009)	also	documents	an	increasing	worry

about	the	commodifica1on	of	picturebooks,	as	several	celebri1es	such	as	Ka1e	Price,

Geri	Halliwell,	Madonna,	Jamie	Lee	Cur1s,	Sarah	Ferguson	and	Julianne	Moore	take	to

penning	children’s	1tles.	The	market-driven	approach	that	seeks	to	market	UK	books	to
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the	rest	of	the	anglophone	world	has	also	seen	a	diminished	‘sense	of	place’	in

picturebooks,	with	the	inten1on	of	appealing	to	as	many	readers	as	possible	(Salisbury,

2006).	

Anglophone	publishing	could	also	be	seen	as	rather	insular,	one	example	being	their

behaviour	in	publishing	trade	fairs.	For	example,	up	un1l	2014,	all	anglophone	publishers

at	the	Frankfurt	Book	Fair	were	grouped	in	Hall	8,	which	was	en1rely	English-speaking.

This	included	children’s	publishers,	despite	there	being	a	designated	area	for	children’s

publishing	at	the	fair	(Hall	3).	The	only	change	star1ng	2015	is	simply	loca1on	–

anglophone	publishers	(and	Israel)	have	been	relocated	to	Hall	6	(Nawotka,	2014).	

	

The	issue	of	diversity	in	UK	publishing	is	a	longstanding	one,	with	mul1ple	calls	for	more

diverse	writers,	illustrators	and	industry	professionals	aside	from	stories	themselves

(Blackman,	2006a;	Davies,	2008;	Horn,	2012;	Lee	&	Low	Blog,	2013;	The	Publishing

Training	Centre,	2007;	Zgadzaj	and	Roberts,	2013).	Tucker	(2009)	notes	that	publishing

professionals	have	tended	to	be	white,	middle	class	women	since	the	1960s	–	something

that	has	undeniably	had	an	impact	in	publishing	choices	regarding	cultural

representa1on.	The	industry	has	been	called	a	‘white,	middle-class	ghemo’	(Kunzru,

2005),	and	writers	of	colour	have	complained	about	difficul1es	in	geang	published	in

the	first	place	(Blackman,	2006b;	Harris,	2003;	Neary,	2014).	American	publisher	Lee	&

Low	Books’	Diversity	Baseline	Study	recently	revealed	that	across	the	execu1ve,	sales,

marke1ng	and	editorial	departments	in	34	publishers	in	North	America,	industry	workers
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were	overwhelmingly	white,	cis-gender	women,	heterosexual	and	non-disabled	(Low,

2016).	The	same	was	found	of	book	reviewers,	who	have	an	influence	on	buyers’

choices.	Only	the	execu1ve	department	showed	a	slight	difference,	with	cis-men

occupying	40%	of	posi1ons,	much	larger	than	the	10-20%	they	occupy	in	other

departments.		

	

A	recent	report	found	that	the	lack	of	diversity	in	works	published,	authors	and	industry

members	even	risks	making	Bri1sh	publishing	culturally	irrelevant	(Kean	and	Larsen,

2015).	One	on-cited	reason	is	a	belief	that	books	about	people	of	colour	do	not	sell,	as

well	as	a	percep1on	that	‘mul1cultural’	books	are	only	for	so-called	minori1es,	rather

than	all	children,	which	would	translate	as	a	significantly	smaller	market	(Lee	&	Low

Blog,	2013;	Neary,	2014).	In	the	anglophone	case	in	par1cular,	books	are	published	with

the	specific	inten1on	of	being	marketed	beyond	UK	borders	(Beauvais,	2014),	and	thus

there	is	a	remarkable	amount	of	importance	placed	on	how	marketable	a	book	would	be

to	several	different	poten1al	audiences	before	it	is	even	accepted	for	publica1on.		

		

2.1.7	Picturebooks	and	representa1on2.1.7	Picturebooks	and	representa1on		

The	lack	of	adequate	representa1on	of	minority	ethnic	groups	has	been	highlighted	both

in	the	US,	by	Nancy	Larrick	(1965),	and	in	the	UK	by	Elaine	Moss	(Tucker,	2009).

However,	issues	of	representa1on	and	authen1city	in	children’s	literature	in	general,	and

picturebooks	in	par1cular,	con1nue	to	exist.	In	the	US,	224	children’s	books	out	of	a

surveyed	es1mate	total	of	5000	(of	which	the	surveying	body,	the	Coopera1ve	Children's
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Book	Center	in	the	School	of	Educa1on	in	the	University	of	Wisconsin-Madison,	received

3200)	were	by	people	of	colour,	and	253	were	about	people	of	colour	(CCBC,	2013),	and

in	a	mid-2013	count	of	picturebooks	alone,	only	14.6%	of	human	protagonists	overall

were	children	of	colour	(Horning,	2013).	However,	more	recent	figures	seem	to	suggest	a

rise	in	children’s	books	both	by	African	or	African	American	American,	although	the

figures	are	not	nearly	as	encouraging	for	the	other	ethnici1es	measured	(Na1ve

American,	La1no	and	Asian/Pacific)	(Gilmore,	2015).	American	publisher	Lee	&	Low,

which	focuses	on	‘mul1cultural’	themes,	asserts	that	the	number	of	children’s	books	by

or	about	people	of	colour	in	the	US	did	not	grow	at	all	in	a	span	of	18	years	despite	the

popula1on	growth	of	people	of	colour	(Lee	&	Low	Blog,	2013),	staying	instead

permanently	around	10%	of	published	books.	No	UK	sta1s1cs	on	the	mamer	are

available.	However,	as	minority	ethnic	popula1ons	grow	(Office	for	Na1onal	Sta1s1cs,

2011),	the	implica1ons	for	cultural	representa1on	in	picturebooks	have	only	grown	more

important	(Nodelman,	2010;	Scherer,	2013).	

	

The	debate	of	authen1city	and	representa1on	is	a	long-standing	one,	par1cularly	in	the

US,	where	author	Violet	Harris	(2003)	considers	the	lack	of	diversity	among	publishing

professionals	to	be	one	reason	for	the	small	numbers	of	children’s	books	that	feature

stories	about	people	of	colour.	Although	much	of	the	debate	revolves	around	the	very

concept	of	‘authen1city’,	according	to	Bishop	(2003),	it	is	a	sense	that	the	author	“knows

what’s	going	on”	(p.	29),	explaining	that	“a	story	that	captures	the	specifics	and

peculiari1es	of	a	people’s	experience	also	captures	something	of	the	human	experience,
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and	thereby	becomes	universal”	(p.	30).	The	subject	of	authen1city	is	for	some	not

about	how	accurate	or	even	believable	a	book’s	story	may	be,	but	rather	about	the	right

of	peoples	to	tell	their	own	stories	(Cai,	2003).	

	

Although	some	authors	propose	that	any	story	(of	any	ethnic	or	cultural	group)	can	be

told	by	anybody	so	long	as	it	is	treated	with	sufficient	sensibility	and	amen1veness

(Aronson,	2003;	Rochman,	2003),	some	approaches	which	an	author	may	consider

sensible	and	fair	could	be	considered	by	others	stereotypical	and	detrimental	to	those

portrayed.	For	example,	in	Flanagan	(2013),	a	portrayal	of	a	Middle	Eastern	family	going

out	on	a	camel	being	compared	to	an	Australian	family	travelling	by	car	perpetuates

exis1ng	stereotypes.	Similar	issues	of	seemingly	misguided	representa1on	have	been

discussed	by	different	authors,	such	as	Desai	(2011),	and	Ghiso	and	Campano	(2013).

Other	issues	of	representa1on	that	concern	US	poli1cs	of	immigra1on	embedded	in

picture	book	cultural	codes	have	been	examined	by	Yoon	et	al.	(2010)		and	Ghiso	and

Low	(2013),	revealing	at	different	1mes	messages	that	celebrate	inclusion	as	well	as

messages	of	assimila1on	into	the	larger	culture.	

	

The	issues	of	representa1on	and	con1nuous	struggles	have	led	to	a	genre	of

‘mul1cultural	children’s	literature’,	to	dis1nguish	books	about	white	people	from	books

about	everyone	else.	The	dis1nc1on	is	deemed	crucial	by	some,	who	claim	it	is

necessary	to	have	an	own	genre	un1l	print	runs	and	numbers	are	somewhat	equal

between	the	‘mul1cultural	books’	and	the	rest	of	them	(Cai,	2003).	However,	I	find	the
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dis1nc1on	rather	counterproduc1ve.	Separa1ng	publishing	into	‘white	people’	and

‘mul1cultural	peoples’	openly	excludes	whites	from	a	mul1cultural	perspec1ve	that	is

supposed	to	be	inclusive,	and	supports	the	pervasive	yet	completely	unfounded

confla1on	of	all	white	peoples	into	one	anamorphous	mass	of	indis1nct	whiteness.	Any

project	that	aims	to	foster	social	cohesion	in	culturally	diverse	socie1es	must	begin	from

a	point	of	equality	and	value	recogni1on	of	all	members	of	society,	and	therefore

separa1ng	white	peoples	from	a	project	of	mul1culturalism	is	as	noxious	as	it	would	be

to	single	out	black	or	Asian	peoples.	Addi1onally,	the	appearance	or	percep1on	of

exclusion	of	whites	from	mul1cultural	projects	is	at	least	one	reason	for	whites	to	reject

mul1cultural	ini1a1ves	(Plaut	et	al.,	2011).	As	Desai	(2011)	and	Aerila	and	Kokkola

(2013)	document,	the	representa1on	of	white	people	themselves	also	tends	towards	a

lack	of	authen1city	and	diversity,	and	more	towards	amempts	at	homogenisa1on	of	the

en1rety	of	white	experiences	–	something	that	con1nues	to	add	to	the	dangerous	binary

discourse	of	‘white	and	Other’.	

	

Closely	related	to	the	concept	of	authen1city	is	that	to	which	Adichie	(Chimamanda

Adichie:	The	danger	of	a	single	story,	2009)	describes	as	the	‘single	story’.	This	refers	to

single	narra1ves	of	childhood,	gender,	class	and	ethnicity	that	are	constructed	by	giving

more	prominence	or	a	bemer	plaworm	to	only	one	kind	of	story	and	one	kind	of

protagonist	over	all	others.	This	is	not	to	challenge	the	literary	merits	of	works	that	suit

dominant	narra1ves	solely	on	these	grounds,	but	rather	to	defy	the	narra1ves	regarding

difference	that	affect	the	variety	and	authen1city	of	works	that	do	not	fit	into	it	–	i.e.
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books	considered	‘mul1cultural’.

	

Since	the	concep1on	of	‘mul1culturalism’	in	the	1960s	(Paul,	2009),	there	have	been	a

number	of	amempts	at	redressing	the	balance	of	representa1on	in	children’s	literature.

Paul	(2009)	documents	that	these	began	with	the	more	‘feel-good’	brand	of

mul1culturalism	that	focuses	on	food	and	costumes,	such	as	by	dressing	fairy	tales	as

Na1ve	Americans,	or	by	puang	a	few	characters	of	colour	in	the	background.	However,

over	1me	it	has	become	easier	to	discuss	darker	issues	of	colonialism	and	racism,	and

this	has	opened	the	door	to	more	sensible	and	authen1c	stories	as	publishers	seek	to

market	to	a	more	diverse	demographic.	Tucker	(2009)	goes	so	far	as	to	assert	that

“consciousness	of	a	growing	children’s	market	made	up	of	individuals	coming	from	very

different	backgrounds	finally	destroyed	the	former,	unitary	image	of	the	child	reader	as

essen1ally	white,	middle-class	and	privately	educated”	(p.	153),	although	this	may	be	a

step	too	far	with	regard	to	what	is	s1ll	a	norma1ve	white	child.

	

The	concept	of	norma1vity,	by	which	the	ways	of	one	group	are	established	as	the	norm

and	all	other	behaviours	are	deemed	a	deviance,	is	evident	in	different	ways	in	children’s

literature;	for	example,	by	establishing	certain	rules	and	behaviours	as	superior	or

preferable	to	others	(amributed	to	a	group),	which	are	then	framed	as	deviant

(Nikolajeva,	2010b).	The	deliberate	or	uninten1onal	exclusion	of	children	of	colour	in

many	selec1ons	of	picturebooks	presented	to	a	child	creates	a	regime	of	representa1on

whereby	the	only	children	who	belong	in	books	are	white	children	is	created	–	thereby
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the	norm	is	to	have	white	children	star	in	stories,	not	children	of	colour,	even	where

race,	ethnic	origin	or	religion	would	have	minimal	or	no	changes	to	the	story	whatsoever.

However,	the	norm	is	so	that	if	a	story	can	be	told	by	a	white	child,	then	it	‘should’	be	–

or	at	least,	there	is	no	reason	why	it	should	not.	The	recourse	to	the	white	child

protagonist	in	order	to	tell	a	story	–and	the	idea	that	there	needs	to	be	a	specific	reason

for	a	main	character	to	be	of	colour—	speaks	of	the	doxic	quality	of	white	norma1vity	in

children’s	books.	The	doxa	(Bourdieu,	1990,	p.164)	refers	to	that	which	is	taken	for

granted	and	therefore	is	unchallenged	in	a	society:	

		

The	instruments	of	knowledge	of	the	social	world	are	in	this	case	(objec1vely)

poli1cal	instruments	which	contribute	to	the	reproduc1on	of	the	social	world	by

producing	immediate	adherence	to	the	world,	as	self-evident	and	undisputed,	of

which	they	are	the	product	and	of	which	they	reproduce	the	structures	in	a

transformed	world.

	

	

This	can	easily	lead	to	an	alieniza1on	of	characters	of	colour	and	the	almost	inevitable

problema1za1on	of	what	makes	them	‘diverse’:	a	book	about	a	disabled	character	will

be	centered	around	their	disability;	a	story	about	a	child	with	homosexual	parents

becomes	centered	around	the	parents’	homosexuality;	books	about	Black	children

become	set	in	Africa	or	the	Caribbean.	We	can	see	then	that	it	is	not	just	a	problem	of

sta1s1cs,	but	of	quality:	it	is	not	simply	that	more	books	are	needed	with	people	of

colour,	but	more	variety	and	authen1city	in	these	‘diverse’	books,	too.	The	very
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norma1vity	of	the	white	protagonist	in	children’s	literature	could	be	considered	to	be	in

itself	a	symptom	of	a	lack	of	authen1city.

	

Another	possibility	for	bringing	in	diversity	and	connec1ng	children	with	a	variety	of

worlds	different	from	their	own,	yet	equally	valid	and	authen1c,	would	be	through

coedi1ons	and	translated	books.	However,	transla1on	in	general	is	almost	nonexistent	in

the	UK,	with	only	4.5%	of	all	fic1on	being	in	transla1on	(Almond,	2015;	Donahaye,

2012),	even	though	plenty	of	UK	books	are	marketed	worlwide	and	translated	into

dozens	of	languages	(Almond,	2015;	Hunt,	2006).	It	is	es1mated	that	only	1%	of

children’s	literature	comes	from	transla1on	(NCRCL),	with	about	six	imprints	in	the	UK

and	Ireland	publishing	all	books	in	transla1on	(Literature	Across	Fron1ers,	2013).

However,	transla1ons	carry	their	own	issues	in	representa1on.	As	an	inevitable	part	of

the	process,	somebody	has	to	make	the	decision	on	what	to	translate	and	how	to	do	so

–	what	elements	are	to	be	deemed	‘appropriate’,	‘suitable’	or	‘enjoyable’	for	the	target

market	(Desai,	2011;	Gerber,	2011).	The	final	product	and	the	selec1on	of	books	itself

may	end	up	genera1ng	stories	that	con1nue	to	preach	the	single	story,	confirming

stereotypes	and	expecta1ons	about	others	instead	of	offering	a	variety	of	authen1c

stories.	Another	by-product	of	the	selec1on	process	of	translated	books,	par1cularly

when	selec1ng	books	from	a	Western	origin	to	be	marketed	in	a	different		Western

country,	is	the	possibility	of	blurring	cultural	markers	dis1nct	to	the	original	culture

(Desai,	2011;	Gerber,	2011;	Jobe,	2003),	thus	also	blurring	differences	between	the

origin	and	target	cultures.	Put	together,	there	appears	to	be	a	tendency	to	focus	on
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similarity	when	transla1ng	books	from	other	majority-white	countries,	and	one	of

focusing	on	difference	when	transla1ng	or	even	publishing	books	meant	to	represent

cultures	extraneous	to	the	White	Western	experience.	This	contributes	to	the

alieniza1on	and	problema1za1on	of	diverse	and	‘mul1cultural’	books.

	

2.1.8	Summary:	Picturebooks	and	the	visuality	of	global	culture2.1.8	Summary:	Picturebooks	and	the	visuality	of	global	culture

As	we	have	seen,	picturebooks	are	intricately	complex	communica1onal	tools	that	have

an	important	impact	upon	culture	and	society.	However,	the	societal	tendency	to	view

them	simultaneously	as	an	important	didac1c	tool	and	a	readily	dismissable	piece	of

literature	that	is	‘just	for	children’	have	placed	it	in	an	awkward	standing.	Picturebooks

are,	however,	largely	appreciated	and	afforded	great	importance	within	academic	and

ar1s1c	circles.	It	is	said	that	early	reading	experiences	influence	the	wri1ngs	and

artworks	of	adult	writers	and	ar1sts,	and	we	can	surmise	that	this	is	the	case	for	writers

and	illustrators	of	all	cultures,	which	leaves	us	to	ponder	what	kind	of	influence	the

supremely	white	world	of	picturebooks	has	on	non-white	writers	and	illustrators.

	

As	tools	of	encultura1on,	picturebooks	convey	messages	of	cultural	and	societal	values

to	the	reader,	onen	a	young	child,	about	the	world	around	them	and	their	place	within

it.	Considering	this,	observing	the	place	of	the	picturebook	as	part	of	the	increasingly

visual	Western	culture	is	crucial.	Picturebooks	in	the	UK	have	a	tendency	to	be	Anglo-

centric,	white-centric	and,	due	to	the	market-driven	approach	of	many	publishers,	of

rela1vely	low	quality.	Despite	increasing	numbers	of	1tles,	many	books	follow	formulas
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and	aesthe1c	achievements	of	already	successful	authors	and	illustrators,	as	can	be	seen

with	several	books	that	resemble	too	much	the	highly	successful	works	of	Jon	Scieszka,

Quen1n	Blake	and	Oliver	Jeffers.	

	

Picturebooks	are	an	essen1al	part	of	different	rituals	in	Bri1sh	culture,	both	at	home	and

in	school.	The	ways	in	which	picturebooks	are	read	and	integrated	into	these

enviroments,	as	well	as	the	choice	of	books	and	the	discourse	they	create,	will	impact	on

our	ways	of	reading,	and	our	percep1ons	of	picturebooks	in	par1cular,	and	of	reading	in

general.	In	the	modern,	visual-centric	Western	culture,	what	is	included	and	what	is	not

within	visual	representa1ons	of	the	world	says	something	about	who	we	are	and	who

we	are	not.	

	

The	next	sec1on	examines	concepts	of	iden1ty,	culture	and	representa1on,	and	briefly

examines	areas	of	whiteness	and	postcolonial	theory	which	have	informed	this	research,

and	which	will	be	examined	in	more	depth	further	along	the	study.	

	

	

2.2		Iden1ty	and	culture2.2		Iden1ty	and	culture

During	the	1980s,	the	study	and	understanding	of	social	life	took	what	is	known	as	a

‘cultural	turn’	(Rose,	2012),	meaning	that	the	way	social	scien1sts	understood	social
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interac1ons	and	iden11es	began	to	revolve	around	the	slippery	concept	of	culture.	Over

1me,	‘culture’	and	‘iden1ty’	have	both	become	fairly	conten1ous	concepts	that	are

difficult	to	define,	which	have	few	clear	boundaries	and	are	in1mately	related.	The

concepts	here	developed	for	understanding	culture	and	iden1ty	within	this	par1cular

study	are	in1mately	related	not	only	to	each	other	but	to	that	of	‘representa1on’.	In	the

following	pages,	these	concepts	are	explored	within	specific	historical	boundaries	and

different	disciplines	that	have	tried	to	define	them,	and	put	into	perspec1ve	with	regard

to	this	study.	

	

2.2.1	Construc1ng	concepts2.2.1	Construc1ng	concepts	

The	very	concept	of	culture	is	borne	from	the	no1on	of	cul1va1ng	the	human	mind,	and

historically	has	been	deeply	related	to	a	no1on	of	the	‘perfec1bility	of	man’,	ar1s1c

expression	and	an	evolu1onary	thought	that	likened	culture	to	civiliza1on	(Inglis,	2004;

Jenks,	2005;	Williams,	1981;	Bennem,	2005).	A	different	historical	perspec1ve	however	is

offered	in	Inglis	(2004)	and	Williams	(1981),	who	both	refer	to	populist	philosopher

Herder,	who	in	turn	first	referred	to	cultures,	plural,	to	denote	a	mul1tude	of	valid	ways

of	life.	

	

This	idea	of	culture	was	later	revived	in	the	early	20th	century,	through	the	works	of

Boas	and	Durkheim	(Friedman,	1994;	Jenks,	2005;	Williams,	1981),	as	well	as

Malinowski’s	anthropological	work	in	ethnography	(Hutnyk,	2006).	Indeed,	the

conceptualisa1on	of	culture	has	slightly	diverging	inclina1on	in	anthropological	and
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sociological	study.	The	former	holds	culture	as	an	organised	system	of	knowledge	and

belief	through	which	people	experience	different	cogni1ve	processes,	and	the	lamer	as	a

pamern	for	community	life	and	social	structure	constructed	by	daily	ac1vi1es	and	social

arrangements	(Keesing	and	Strathern,	1998).	Culture	throughout	the	past	century	–and

s1ll	today—	con1nues	to	be	studied	and	reconstructed,	with	the	line	between	‘high

culture’	and	everything	else	becoming	blurred	throughout	the	years.	Reasons	for	this

blurring	have	been	said	to	be	the	increasing	commodifica1on	of	culture	and	movements

for	equality	and	civil	rights	(Bennem,	2005).	However	the	general	usage	of	culture

con1nues	to	refer	to	a	‘developed’	state	of	mind,	coexis1ng	with	the	no1ons	of	‘way	of

life’	(Williams,	1981).	

	

The	view	of	‘culture’	as	the	way	of	life	of	a	par1cular	people	has	at	1mes	been	confused

with	‘ethnicity’,	a	confla1on	that	is	out	of	touch	with	current	reali1es.	Socie1es	today	–

par1cularly	Western	socie1es,	such	as	the	Bri1sh—	are	increasingly	mul1-ethnic,	but

arguably,	there	always	existed	a	variety	of	cultures,	at	least	by	this	apparently	modern

synonymising	of	culture	to	lifestyles.	Culture	is	also	not	dependent	of	numbers:	any

amount	of	people	can	be	said	to	‘share	a	culture’	as	long	as	they	live	by	a	specific	and

defining	set	of	values.	There	is	talk	of	‘Western	culture’,	but	again	of	Bri1sh	culture,

English	culture,	mass	culture,	youth	culture,	pop	culture,	corporate	culture,	and	even

drug	culture	or	rape	culture,	none	of	these	being	exclusive	of	each	other	(Bennem,	2005)

A	person	can	ascribe	to	a	variety	of	cultures	–	by	being	a	Black	Bri1sh	college	student

from	Edinburgh,	for	example—	without	necessarily	having	to	give	up	others.	The
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encounter	and	overlap	of	different	cultures	is	what	Bhabha	(1996)	refers	to	as	‘culture’s

in-between’:	“the	contaminated	yet	connec1ve	1ssue	between	cultures	–	at	once	the

impossibility	of	culture’s	containedness	and	the	boundary	between”	(p.	54).

	

Culture	has	been	described	by	a	number	of	terms.	It	has	been	said	to	be	a	set	of

prac1ces,	interpreta1ons,	pamerns,	behaviours,	beliefs,	values	and	symbols	(Geertz,

1973	qtd.	in	Fox	&	Short,	2003;	Yep,	2003;	Jenks,	2004;	Fong	&	Chuang,	2004),	as	well	as

‘meaning’	and	‘meaning-making’	(Florio-Ruane	2001	qtd.	in	Fong	and	Chuang,	2004;

Hall,	1997).	Culture	has	been	said	to	be	specific	to	a	par1cular	group	of	people

connected	by	an	ancestral	heritage	and	a	concomitant	geographical	loca1on	(Fong	and

Chuang,	2004;	Gudykunst,	2005),	therefore	not	inherited	but	transmimed

transgenera1onally,	and	to	be	fluid	and	dynamic	(Fong	&	Chuang,	2004).	While	these

descriptors	are	useful	in	defining	culture	for	this	study,	the	no1on	of	shared	ancestral

heritage	borders	with	an	idea	of	‘ethnicity’;	for	example,	a	group	of	students	sharing	a

‘student	culture’	would	not	necessarily	share	an	ancestral	heritage,	but	they	could	share

sets	of	values,	behaviours,	beliefs	or	symbols,	and	a	par1cular	way	of	life	related	to	their

shared	posi1on	and	even	course	or	alma	mater	as	students.	

	

Iden1ty	too	has	been	a	concern	of	sociology,	psychology,	philosophy	and	anthropology.

At	its	simplest,	iden1ty	is	described	as	an	ontological	sense	of	self	(Yep,	2004;	Fong	and

Chuang,	2004)	which,	like	culture,	is	fluid	and	dynamic	as	it	changes	through	1me	(Yep,

2004;	Diggins,	2011;	Robins,	2005a)	and	encompasses	a	variety	of	complex	internal
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psychological	processes	that	revolve	around	self-percep1on,	self-concept	and	valida1on

(Papalia	et	al.,	2001;	Santrock,	2007;	Craig,	2001).	Once	held	to	be	an	externalisa1on	of	a

person’s	‘essence’	or	inner	proper1es,	the	role	of	social	structures	and	interac1ons	in

the	shaping	of	an	iden1ty	and	its	dynamic	nature	is	now	more	widely	recognised

(Robins,	2005a;	Hall,	1996).	Indeed,	several	theories	of	intercultural	communica1ons

exist	which	are	based	on	psychological	theories	of	iden1ty	(Gudykunst,	2005),	and

current	theories	of	iden1ty	development	relate	it	to	a	process	of	iden1fica1on	by	which

a	person	gains	a	sense	of	who	they	are	through	interac1on	with	other	people	(Papalia	et

al.,	2001;	Hall,	1996).	

	

From	this	social	perspec1ve	of	iden1ty,	it	becomes	rather	difficult	then	to	subtract	any

individual	‘iden1ty’	from	the	culture	in	which	it	grows	and	develops,	or	more	accurately,

the	variety	of	cultures	to	which	a	person	will	eventually	ascribe	and	which	inform	their

sense	of	iden1ty.	This	in	turn	provides	for	the	sense	of	contradic1on	or	internal	conflict

in	which	a	person	confronts	elements	of	their	iden1ty	that	seem	to	run	counter	to	each

other	(Fong	and	Chuang,	2004).	Collier	(2005)	indeed	describes	culture	in	terms	of

iden1ty:	“enactments	of	group	iden1ty(ies)	observable	in	pamerns	of	contextualized

social	interac1on”	(p.	236),	and	cultural	iden1fica1ons	as	“shared	loca1ons	and

orienta1ons	evidenced	in	a	variety	of	communica1on	forms,	including	conduct	of	groups

of	people,	discourse	in	public	texts,	mediated	forms,	ar1s1c	expressions,	commodi1es

and	products,	and	individual	accounts	and	ascrip1ons	about	group	conduct.”	(p.	237)

Robins	(2005a)	refers	to	‘belonging’	as	an	important	element	with	regard	to	iden1ty,	and
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many	social	psychologists	and	sociologists	refer	to	iden11es	in	terms	of	being

‘rela1onal’,	‘social’	or	‘collec1ve’,	which	each	refer	in	turn	to	different	levels	of

connec1on	to	other	people	–	partner,	peers	and	the	larger	group	(Nabuzoka	and

Empson,	2010;	Ting-Toomey,	2005;	Reynolds	et	al.,	2010;	Brewer,	2001;	Ashmore	et	al.,

2004).	

	

Issa	and	Ham	(2013)	challenge	no1ons	of	culture	and	iden1ty	and	treat	them	as

interchangeable,	arguing	that	they	are	“constantly	evolving	around	an	individual’s	own

percep1on	of	self	at	personal	and	social	levels”	(p.	5)	The	two	are	indeed	deeply	related

-	if	a	society	and	the	social	interac1ons	within	it	are	composed	of	different	cultures

which	dictate	behaviours,	expecta1ons,	ac1ons,	and	beliefs	among	many	other	cogni1ve

codes,	and	all	iden11es	that	evolve	within	said	society	are	created	through	social

interac1on	and	iden1fica1on	processes,	then	necessarily	these	iden11es	are	created

socially	and	culturally,	and	on	a	specific	level,	all	iden11es	will	be,	in	one	way	or	another,

inherently	cultural.	However,	in	this	study	they	are	not	considered	one	and	the	same,

and	thus	not	interchangeable.	

	

Culture	could	rather	be	defined	as	the	connec1ve	pamern	of	codes,	prac1ces	and

behaviours	that	are	shared	among	different	people.	An	iden1ty	is	the	individual	and

ontological	sense	of	self	that	is	intrinsic	to	an	individual’s	place	in	said	culture,	their

rela1onship	with	it	and	how	they	perceive	it	to	stand	within	the	larger	society.	It	is

constructed	socially,	from	our	interac1ons	with	the	world	and	our	lived	experience,	and
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nego1ated	in	accordance	to	the	needs	of	different	environments.	Culture	informs

iden1ty	which	in	turn	expresses	culture	reciprocally.	In	early	childhood,	a	child’s	iden1ty

is	formed	by	interac1on	with	family	and	community,	which	form	a	‘life-world’	that	in

turn	is	confronted	with	a	‘school-world’	as	well	as	with	a	variety	of	disparate	and

conflic1ng	informa1on	coming	from	the	larger	society	and	the	world	itself,	through

books,	television,	adver1sing,	video	games	and	the	Internet.	However,	both	culture	and

iden1ty	are	broad	and	sketchy	concepts	that	are	subject	to	media1on,	nego1a1on	and

change	throughout	a	person’s	life,	and	it	would	be	difficult	–if	not	impossible—	to

sustain	a	single	defini1on	of	either	without	turning	them	into	somewhat	useless

reifica1ons	when	they	become	deprived	of	the	nuances	of	their	naturally	changing

behaviours.	

	

2.2.3	Cultural	iden1ty	and	the	Other2.2.3	Cultural	iden1ty	and	the	Other

The	idea	of	a	‘cultural’	iden1ty	is	a	rather	more	complex	sense	of	iden1fica1on	with

elements	of	one’s	cultural	aspects	that	are	most	defining	–ethnicity,	na1onality,	social

class,	gender	or	sexual	orienta1on,	for	example,	but	also	age,	communi1es,	and	so	on—

and	which	broadly	describe	who	a	person	is,	how	they	project	themselves	and	how	they

are	perceived	by	society.	These	aspects	are,	as	established	before,	informed	by	a

community	which	will	observe	this	iden1ty	that	expresses	its	culture,	but	also	by	other

communi1es	and	cultures	and	the	larger	society.

	

Cultural	iden1ty	has	a	significant	collec1ve	component	that	Hall	(1989)	describes	as	a



73

sense	of	‘what	we	have	become’,	which	refers	to	the	transforma1ons	a	cultural	iden1ty

undergoes	through	history.	Cultural	iden1ty	is	therefore	both	a	mamer	of	‘becoming’	and

‘being’	–	a	transforma1ve	sense	of	self	that	pertains	both	to	the	individual’s	rela1onship

and	connec1on	with	their	culture	at	any	given	moment,	and	to	how	this	connec1on,

throughout	1me,	affects	the	collec1ve	sense	of	culture	and	cultural	iden1ty.	Moinian

(2009)	describes	the	sense	of	cultural	iden1ty	as	socially	constructed.	

	

Here	the	concept	of	cultural	iden1ty	salience	–the	degree	to	which	one	iden1fies	with

what	one	perceives	is	one’s	culture—	becomes	important.	Phinney	et	al.	(2001)	propose

a	model	of	accultura1on	for	immigrants,	posi1ng	that	out	of	the	four	strategies	for	a

recent	migrant	–assimila1on,	integra1on,	marginaliza1on	or	separa1on—	it	is

integra1on,	which	allows	the	cultural	iden1ty	to	be	preserved	within	the	new

environment	whilst	coexis1ng	with	it,	that	is	the	healthiest	op1on.	This	can	be	adapted

to	suit	flourishing	cultural	iden11es	which	develop	among	a	myriad	of	different	cultural

paradigms	that	share	one	geographical	loca1on	–	one	need	not	be	a	migrant	to	feel

one’s	cultural	iden1ty	is	not	welcome,	respected	or	represented	within	the	larger

culture.	Situa1ons	like	the	ones	described	can	lead	to	difficulty	adap1ng	to	the	larger

society	or	conflicts	with	one’s	own	cultural	iden1ty,	as	well	as	reduced	cultural	iden1ty

salience	as	an	adapta1on	strategy.	High	degrees	of	cultural	iden1ty	salience,	however,

have	been	associated	with	high	self-esteem,	increased	school	or	work	performance,

decreased	aggression	and	increased	overall	wellbeing	(Al-Hazza	and	Bucher,	2008;

Flanagan	et	al.,	2011;	Navarrete	and	Jenkins,	2011;	Phinney	et	al.,	2001;	Ting-Toomey	et
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al.,	2000;	Usborne	and	Taylor,	2010).	

	

Any	process	of	iden1fica1on	entails	a	process	of	‘othering’	(Hall,	1996),	of	choosing	to

differen1ate	from	that	which	is	not	recognised	as	the	similar	to	oneself,	or	as	Robins

(2005b)	puts	it:	“the	non-self	and	the	non-us”	(p.	249)	that	resides	outside	our

community.	Robins	(2005b)	men1ons	extreme	rela1ons	to	the	existence	of	the	other	as

a	cause	of	anxiety	and	fear,	and	which	may	lead	to	xenophobic	and	racist	reac1ons.

Young	(2003)	shares	a	similar	standpoint,	poin1ng	to	other	reac1ons	to	the	Other	that

include	fe1shising	and	roman1cising.	The	Other	need	not	be	a	faraway	‘imaginary

savage’	or	‘temptress’,	but	is	rather	simply	such	a	stark	contrast	to	the	self	that	it	is

perceived	as	fundamentally	different.	Robins	(2005b)	however	also	offers	a	second

perspec1ve	of	the	Other,	poin1ng	out	that	it	is	also	a	“necessary	source	of	possibility”

(p.	250)	for	seeing	our	world	in	a	new	perspec1ve	and	reimagining	ways	of	life,	and	even

incorpora1ng	them	into	our	own	selves,	bringing	the	Other	into	ourselves.	

		

2.2.4	Representa1on2.2.4	Representa1on

Since	the	‘cultural	turn’	of	social	studies	there	has	been	an	increased	scholarly	interest	in

representa1on	and	its	rela1onship	to	culture.	Hall	(1997)	refers	to	a	‘circuit	of	culture’,	in

which	representa1on	is	only	one	of	five	aspects	that	must	be	taken	into	considera1on

when	studying	any	cultural	text	or	artefact,	the	other	four	being	iden1ty,	produc1on,

consump1on	and	regula1on.	For	Hall,	these	aspects	are	all	interconnected	within	such

artefacts,	and	therefore	the	adequate	study	of	the	artefact	must	consider	all.	In	that
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sense,	this	study	amempts	to	provide	a	perspec1ve	of	picturebooks	that	considers	all

give	aspects.	

	

The	processes	of	meaning-making	manifested	in	culture	–language,	visual	arts,	speech,

music,	etc.—	are	all	representa1ons.	Within	these	made	meanings,	Rose	(2012)

emphasises	the	relevance	of	visual	forms	of	representa1on	in	the	21st	century,	as

Western	cultures	become	increasingly	visual.	Images	are	never	innocent,	never

transparent	windows	into	the	world,	instead	interpre1ng	it	in	specific	ways,	and	she

refers	us	to	the	concept	of	‘visuality’	as	the	way	in	which	our	vision,	or	what	we	see	and

how	we	see	it	or	are	made	to	see	it,	is	culturally	constructed	and	dependent	on	our

rela1onship	to	what	is	seen	(Rose,	2012).	Representa1on	is	most	recently	studied	with

this	construc1onist	approach,	which	Hall	(1997)	characterises	in	its	recogni1on	of	the

‘social	character	of	language’	and	that	meanings	are	not	fixed,	but	rather	we	construct

meanings	using	representa1onal	systems	of	concepts	and	signs	(p.	11)	–	such	as

language.	Studies	of	representa1on	have	roots	in	linguis1cs,	and	are	onen	related	to

either	verbal	or	visual,	rather	than	the	complexity	of	represen1ng	in	the	iconotext	of	a

picturebook.	

	

The	visual	language	of	picturebooks	is	onen	analysed	–and	at	1mes	rather	dissected—

through	semio1c	approaches.	In	this	approach:	

	

…since	all	cultural	objects	convey	meaning,	and	all	cultural	prac1ces	depend	on
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meaning,	they	must	make	use	of	signs;	and	in	so	far	as	they	do,	they	must	work

like	language	works,	and	be	amenable	to	an	analysis	which	basically	makes	use	of

Saussure’s	linguis1c	concepts	(e.g.	the	signifier/signified	and	langue/parole

dis1nc1ons,	his	idea	of	underlying	codes	and	structures,	and	the	arbitrary	nature

of	the	sign).	(Hall,	1997,	p.21)

	

Semio1c	approaches	generally	require	not	only	an	extremely	in-depth	knowledge	of

semio1c	theory	and	terminologies,	but	also	a	vast	experience	in	order	to	know	how	to

apply	them.	Nevertheless,	a	semio1c	approach	would	not	be	best	for	this	study,	as	it

would	be	unsuited	for	exploring	the	ques1ons	of	iden1ty,	iden1fica1on	and	emo1onal

involvement	that	it	requires.	A	rather	more	relevant	approach	to	representa1on	for	this

study	is	that	of	discourse	and	power,	which	Hall	(1997)	also	describes,	and	which	is

based	on	Foucault’s	theories	of	representa1on.	

	

Here,	discourse,	power/knowledge,	‘truth’	and	representa1on	are	always	seen	within	a

specific	historical	context.	Hall	explains	Foucault’s	discourse	as:	

	

a	group	of	statements	which	provide	a	language	for	talking	about	–	a	way	of

represen1ng	the	knowledge	about	–	a	par1cular	topic	at	a	par1cular	historical

moment.	...	Discourse	is	about	the	produc1on	of	knowledge	through	language.	But

...	since	all	social	prac1ces	entail	meaning,	and	meanings	shape	and	influence	what

we	do	–	our	conduct	–	all	prac1ces	have	a	discursive	aspect.	(p.	29)
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Discourse	“defines	and	produces	the	objects	of	our	knowledge.	It	governs	the	way	that	a

topic	can	be	meaningfully	talked	about	and	reasoned	about.”	(p.	29)	Because	discourse

is	not	constructed	within	the	limits	of	language	but	rather	extends	to	signifying	prac1ces,

it	provides	a	more	adequate	framework	for	analysing	picturebooks,	especially	in	terms

of	the	representa1on	of	specific	groups	(ethnic	minori1es)	in	a	body	of	picturebooks	in

the	UK.	

Bourdieu’s	concepts	of	habitus	and	doxa	are	also	important	concepts	for	the	analysis	of

representa1on	in	picturebooks,	par1cularly	within	a	historical	context.	The	habitus

consists	of:	

principles	of	the	genera1on	and	structuring	of	prac1ces	and	representa1ons	which

can	be	objec1vely	“regulated”	and	“regular”	without	in	any	way	being	the	product

of	obedience	to	rules,	objec1vely	adapted	to	their	goals	without	presupposing	a

conscious	aiming	at	ends	or	an	express	mastery	of	the	opera1ons	necessary	to

amain	them	and,	being	all	this,	collec1vely	orchestrated	without	being	the	product

of	the	orchestra1ng	ac1on	of	a	conductor.	(Bourdieu,	1990,	p.	72)

	

The	recourse	to	the	white	child	as	the	norma1ve	vehicle	for	storytelling	with	human

characters	within	picturebooks,	and	children’s	books	in	general,	is	an	example	of	habitus.

Few	stories	would	call	without	ques1on	for	a	necessarily	white	character	–	perhaps

those	set	in	pre-20th	century	Europe	might	be	best	suited	for	the	necessarily	white	child

character.	However,	many	–if	not	most—	star	white	children	without	there	being	a
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‘need’	to	do	so,	whereas	children	of	colour	usually	only	become	protagonists	when	there

is	a	specific	need	for	it,	such	as	stories	set	outside	of	Western	contexts,	indigenous	tales,

or	‘issue’	books	that	deal	with	more	difficult	topics,	such	as	migra1on	or	racism.	We	thus

are	led	to	the	alienisa1on	of	characters	of	colour	and	problema1sa1on	of	diversity

described	in	page	63.	The	norma1vity	of	the	white	child	in	children’s	picturebooks

speaks	to	the	authen1city	of	what	is	on	offer	in	picturebooks.	

	

In	this	way	we	return	to	the	doxa,	which	refers	to	that	which	is	taken	for	granted	and

therefore	is	unchallenged	in	a	society	(Bourdieu,	1990).		The	idea	of	‘universality’	in

children’s	picturebooks	can	be	described	as	intrinsically	doxic.	Certain	concepts	could

certainly	be	described	as	universal,	such	as	‘love’	or	‘family’,	but	how	these	are

experienced	and	constructed	within	society	will	not	necessarily	be	universal	or	translate

into	different	cultures.	For	example,	the	Korean	picturebook	Urineun	Beolgeosungi

Hwaga	(translated	into	Spanish	as	Painters	–Pintores—	and	published	by	Libros	del	Zorro

Rojo,	an	independent	Spanish	publisher)	by	Seung-yeoun	Moon	and	Suzy	Lee	(2011),

tells	the	story	of	two	siblings,	boy	and	girl,	who	are	called	by	their	mother	to	have	a

bath.	The	children	do	not	feel	like	taking	a	bath,	and	upon	discovering	a	collec1on	of

colourful	paint	tubs,	they	embark	in	a	playful	game	of	body	pain1ng	and	make-believe.

In	the	end,	the	children	acquiesce	to	their	mother’s	callings	and	happily	have	their	bath.

The	story	in	itself	may	sound	‘universal’	or	relatable	enough,	except	the	children	spend

half	the	book	undressing	and	doodling	on	each	other’s	naked	bodies.	When	they	finally

decide	that	they	are	‘filthy	enough’	to	merit	a	bath,	they	show	up	to	their	mother’s	side.
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Their	mother	is	also	naked	for	the	bath,	and	the	children	decide	she	is	too	clean	(‘only

dirty	people	have	to	take	baths’)	and	proceed	to	decorate	her	breasts	with	flowers	and	a

bright	red	sun.	Finally,	the	mother	sits	in	the	bath	while	the	naked	children	splash	water

at	one	another,	gleefully	washing	away	the	paint.	The	artwork	exploits	the	idea	of

splashing	colours	and	wildly	vivid	imagina1ons	to	the	fullest,	contras1ng	unbridled	brush

strokes	with	the	more	controlled	and	structured	charcoal	lines	that	Lee	uses	for	the

house	details.	Pintores	is	a	family	story	about	childhood	play,	like	many	others	that	exist

in	the	UK	market,	and	several	other	books	illustrated	(and	‘authorstrated’)	by	Suzy	Lee

have	been	translated	into	English	–	yet	it	is	only	available	in	its		original	Korean,	French,

German,	Spanish,	Catalan,	and	soon	Mandarin	(Lee,	2015).	The	transla1ng	of	this	book

into	different	European	languages	is	significant,	because	it	allows	the	entrance	of	non-

white,	non-European	children	named	Jun	and	Chin	into	the	collec1ons	of	characters

within	Spanish,	German,	French	and	Catalan	picturebooks.	It	offers	a	different	concept	of

what	is	‘universal’	to	what	is	presumed	as	such	in	UK	picturebooks.	

	

2.2.5	Neuroscien1fic	perspec1ves	of	iden1ty2.2.5	Neuroscien1fic	perspec1ves	of	iden1ty

A	very	popular	current	way	of	studying	iden1ty	is	that	of	searching	within	neuroscien1fic

approaches	to	try	and	elucidate	how	the	sense	of	iden1ty	is	formulated	within	the	brain.

Although	neuroscience	is	not	one	of	the	main	lenses	of	this	study,	I	find	it	is	important	to

consider	the	scien1fic	perspec1ves	on	how	the	brain	reacts	to	the	sense	of	self	in	order

to	complete	a	picture	of	how	cultures	and	iden11es	func1on,	and	how	these	relate	to

learning	and	literacy,	which	by	necessity	cons1tutes	an	important	basis	for	this	study.
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Addi1onally,	the	very	considera1on	of	the	bodily	connec1on	to	the	sense	of	self	–the

link	between	‘mind’	and	‘brain’,	and	a	more	physiological	view	of	the	‘self’—	is	intrinsic

to	my	own	personal	visualisa1on	of	iden1ty.	

	

Neuroscien1fic	ideas	on	iden1ty	suggest	that	experiences	and	meaning-making	have	an

impact	on	the	physical	connec1ons	between	neurons	in	the	brain,	reshaping	and

marking	ways	to	‘be’	(act	and	react)	in	the	world	according	to	these	experiences

(Greenfield,	2011).	In	this	par1cular	framework,	mind	and	consciousness	are	constructed

as	individual	to	specific	persons,	and	interac1ng	with	beliefs	and	values	from	an	external

culture.	At	every	interac1on	with	the	world	around	us,	it	embeds	the	ac1on	and	the

reac1on	into	our	own	personal	narra1ve.	This	is	made	possible	by	the	brain’s	ability	to

change	according	to	the	external	inputs	of	experience,	which	is	called	plas1city

(Greenfield,	2011;	Hall,	Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014).	Cri1cs	of	neuroscien1fic

approaches	to	iden1ty	claim	that	it	is	too	focused	on	the	physical	brain,	and	that	it	has	a

tendency	to	approach	culture	as	a	rather	fixed	set	of	beliefs,	values	or	prac1ces	(Hall,

Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014).	Sociocultural	approaches	to	iden1ty,	like	some	of	the	ones

explored	above,	and	as	explained	by	Hall	et	al.	(2014),	explain	iden1ty	as	socially

mediated	–	it	fluctuates	and	adapts	to	the	environment	and	the	situa1on.	Culture	is

viewed	in	connec1on	with	iden1ty	–	as	enac1ng	of	a	set	of	prac1ces.

	

However,	maintaining	a	basic	neuroscien1fic	understanding	of	iden1ty	provides	a	more

solid	basis	for	an	embodied	understanding	of	iden1ty	and	culture.	Damasio’s	(2000)
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theory	of	consciousness	is	divided	into	three	layers:	the	most	basic	‘protoself’	which	is

not	conscious	and	in	which	emo1ons	originate	as	neural	responses	to	s1muli,	the	core

consciousness	where	these	neural	responses	produce	‘feelings’,	and	the	extended

consciousness	where	consciousness	moves	beyond	the	immediate	and	places	the

individual	within	a	narra1ve	via	the	use	of	memory.	The	neurological	ability	to	store	and

organise	memories,	and	to	‘feel’	in	connec1on	with	them,	open	up	the	possibility	for	a

‘self’	in	con1nua1on	through	1me,	which	exists	in	rela1on	to	others	and	feels	a	sense	of

iden1fica1on	or	rejec1on.	Without	the	neurological	capability	to	form	memories,	make

projec1ons	into	the	future	and	connect	and	relate	to	others,	the	concept	of	iden1ty	as

embedded	within	culture	would	be	an	impossibility.	

	

The	neuroscien1fic	approach	to	iden1ty	is	par1cularly	important	if	we	consider	the

growing	research	that	connects	reading	fic1on	and	cogni1ve	development	and	theory	of

mind.	It	is	also	important	in	connec1on	with	learning	and	the	way	the	brain	processes

learning,	and	the	construc1on	of	literacy	that	is	used	by	policymakers	and	which	greatly

affects	the	teaching	of	reading.		

2.2.6	Narra1vity	and	iden1ty2.2.6	Narra1vity	and	iden1ty

Narra1vity	is	another	approach	to	the	study	of	iden1ty,	and	one	that	forms	part	of	this

study	both	ontologically	and	epistemologically.		Theories	of	narra1ve	iden1ty	have	been

explored	and	studied	in	psychology,	sociology,	philosophy	and	anthropology,	and	they

seek	to	define	iden1ty	outside	of	essen1alising	categories	such	as	gender,	age	or
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ethnicity	that	amempt	to	draw	universal,	generalising	conclusions	by	reducing	the

ac1ons	of	individuals	to	the	limited	interpreta1ons	that	the	categories	allow.	Narra1ve

iden1ty	has	been	studied	in	psychology	as	a	way	to	ar1culate	memories	of	episodic

events	into	a	larger,	autobiographical	memory	(Singer,	Blagov,	Berry	and	Oost,	2013).	It

shares	thus	a	similarity	with	the	neuroscien1fic	approach	in	that	it	focuses	on	the

individual	processes	by	which	a	sense	of	iden1ty	may	be	generated.	The	ar1cula1on	of

events	into	a	larger	narra1ve	of	life	is	also	similar	to	Canadian	philosopher	Charles

Taylor’s	perspec1ve	on	narra1ve	serving	to	give	a	thema1c	unity	of	life,	in	which	the

events	make	sense	only	within	the	context	of	our	lives	(Lai1nen,	2002).	This	thema1c

narra1ve	of	life	gives	a	no1on	of	‘who	I	am’	by	giving	a	perspec1ve	on	‘how	I	got	here’

and	‘where	I	am	going’	that	locates	the	individual	in	1me,	space	and	context,	and

orientates	the	individual	towards	goals	by	nego1a1ng	through	what	Taylor	calls	‘strong

evalua1ons’	–	dis1nc1ons	drawn	on	the	worth	of	different	ac1ons,	feelings,	ways	of

being,	values	or	desires	of	the	individual.	An	individual’s	sense	of	‘iden1fica1on	with’

comes	from	these	strong	evalua1ons,	and	narra1ves	enable	us	to	nego1ate	dissonances

among	those	evalua1ons.	

	

The	nego1a1ng	aspect	of	narra1ve	iden1ty	is	key	as	well	for	philosopher	Paul	Ricoeur,

for	whom	narra1ve	iden1ty	mediates	between	a	variety	of	extremes:	“harmony	and

dissonance,	lived	and	told,	innova1on	and	sedimenta1on,	fact	and	fic1on,	‘what	is’	and

‘what	ought	to	be’,	voluntary	and	involuntary,	exalted	cogito	and	shamered	cogito,	the

author	and	the	reader”	(Lai1nen,	2002,	p.59).	Emplotment	is	a	significant	element	of
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Ricoeur’s	narra1ve	iden1ty,	as	it	is	only	through	storied	or	emplomed	narra1ves	that

events	become	ar1culated	in	life	as	a	whole.	For	Ricoeur	(1990,	p.x),	the	plot	“’grasps

together’	and	integrates	into	one	whole	and	complete	story	mul1ple	and	scamered

events,	thereby	schema1zing	the	intelligible	significa1on	amached	to	the	narra1ve	taken

as	a	whole.”	

	

Somers	(1994)	also	views	emplotment	as	a	crucial	factor	of	narra1ve	iden1ty,	providing

an	order	and	a	meaning	to		the	events,	as	opposed	to	that	being	the	doing	of	a

chronological	order.	Somers	ar1culates	narra1ve	iden1ty	on	an	individual	level	with	a

social	and	cultural	context,	and	with	larger	narra1ves	of	gender,	ethnicity	and	other

essen1alizing	categories	without	reducing	iden11es	to	those:	

	

The	approach	builds	from	the	premise	that	narra1vity	and	rela1onality	are

condi1ons	of	social	being,	social	consciousness,	social	ac1on,	ins1tu1ons,

structures,	even	society	itself;	the	self	and	the	purposes	of	self	are	constructed

and	reconstructed	in	the	context	of	internal	and	external	rela1ons	of	1me	and

place	and	power	that	are	constantly	in	flux.	That	social	iden11es	are	cons1tuted

through	narra1vity,	social	ac1on	is	guided	by	narra1vity,	and	social	processes	and

interac1ons	-	both	ins1tu1onal	and	interpersonal	-	are	narra1vely	mediated

provides	a	way	of	understanding	the	recursive	presence	of	par1cular	iden11es

that	are,	nonetheless,	not	universal.	(p.	621)
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In	its	contextual	and	rela1onal	aspect,	its	refusal	to	be	subsumed	to	fixed	categories,	and

its	nego1a1ng	capacity,	narra1ve	iden1ty	is	akin	to	cultural	iden1ty.	It	is	also	much

bemer	suited	to	approaching	a	subject	of	study	as	flee1ng	and	complex	as	iden1ty	than	it

would	be	to	amempt	to	break	down	individual	iden11es	into	categories	into	which	to

reduce	thoughts,	ac1ons	or	behaviours.	Life	as	narra1ve	does	not	allow	for	people	to	be

seen	in	isola1on,	as	a	sense	of	narra1ve	iden1ty	carries	with	it	a	self-understanding	that

is	itself	an	interpreta1on	of	the	self,	ar1culated	with	history	and	discursive	prac1ces.	

2.2.7	‘Whiteness’2.2.7	‘Whiteness’

This	study	has	so	far	taken	a	perspec1ve	on	representa1on	and	cultural	conflict	that

posi1ons	itself	on	the	‘mul1cultural’	side	of	the	‘white	or	mul1cultural’	binary.	However,

as	was	previously	stated,	I	consider	this	to	be	a	dangerous	and	reduc1onist	binary	that

does	more	harm	than	good	when	analysing	issues	of	representa1on	and	cultural

iden11es.	Whiteness	studies	provide	a	good	star1ng	point	for	turning	the	posi1on	of	this

study	into	a	more	holis1c	perspec1ve	that	considers	as	well	how	white	children	perceive

messages	about	cultural	difference	and	how	they	construct	their	iden11es	around	these

messages.	Doane	(Doane	and	Bonilla-Silva,	2003)	explains	that	whiteness	studies	focus

on	issues	such	as	the	invisibility	of	whiteness	to	white	people,	as	well	as	the	norma1vity

of	the	white	experience,	rather	than	focus	solely	on	the	experience	of	the	Other	and

how	they	perceive	issues	of	culture	and	ethnicity.	They	key	idea	behind	whiteness

studies	is	that,	by	making	whiteness	visible,	the	issues	of	its	dominance	and

pervasiveness	in	society,	such	as	enduring	racism,	can	be	addressed.	Steinberg	(2009)
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emphasises	the	importance	of	making	‘white’	one	of	many	categories	within

‘mul1cultural’.	

	

Kitching	(2013,	p.377)	argues	that	“white	supremacy	is	en1rely	dependent	upon,	and

ar1culated	through,	the	assump1on	of	a	pre-social	white	body”.	The	homogeneiza1on	of

whiteness,	along	with	the	construc1on	of	texts	that	portray	any	other	racial	or	ethnic

subjec1vity	other	than	‘white’	as	predicated	on	‘difference’	(i.e.	the	promulga1on	of

certain	books	as	‘different’,	‘diverse’	or	‘mul1cultural’)	is	precisely	what	permits	the

perpetua1on	of	the	doxic	experience	of	the	pre-social,	norma1ve	white	body	as	the

default	characteriza1on	of	a	picturebook’s	protagonist.	These	construc1ons	con1nue	to

present	a	discourse	of	‘us’	and	‘them’,	of	‘norm’	and	‘devia1on’	that	presuppose	the

white	child	as	the	baseline	and	all	others	as	‘different’:	“	“white	people,	by	virtue	of	their

membership	in	the	dominant	group	of	society,	construct	iden11es	defined	as	normal

and	consequently	set	the	standard	for	which	racial	and	ethnic	minori1es	are	assessed”

(Rogers	and	Mosley,	2006,	pp.474–475).	

	

The	default	status	that	whiteness	has	as	a	dominant	group	in	Western	socie1es	is

par1cularly	significant	within	schooling	contexts,	as,	like	Kitching	says,	it	becomes	part	of

literate	prac1ces,	even	uninten1onally.	For	example,	one	common	approach	to

discussions	of	race	and	ethnicity	is	expressing	a	colourblind	ideology	(Mansikka	and

Holm,	2011;	Michael	and	Bartoli,	2014),	in	which	a	person	claims	to	‘not	see	colour’,	or

race,	when	interac1ng	with	another	person.	Although	it	is	a	well-meaning	approach	that
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seeks	to	communicate	that	a	person	is	more	than	just	race,	or	that	race	is	not	significant

for	the	intrinsic	value	of	a	human	being,	colour-blindness	also	dismisses	those	contexts

in	which	race	does	mamer	greatly.	Colourblindness	dismisses	the	possibility	that	race

may	mamer	(Mansikka	and	Holm,	2011)	and	silences	ques1ons	of	systemic	racism

(Kempf,	2013),	and	it	may	also	contribute	to	the	marginalisa1on	of	those	who	fall

outside	of	the	norm	(Michael	and	Bartoli,	2014).	

	

Although	whiteness	studies	and	ideas	come	primarily	from	US	contexts,	many	of	the

ideas	behind	it	may	be	useful	to	try	and	extrapolate	to	a	UK	context,	especially	if	we

consider	the	cultural	dominance	the	US	holds	in	the	world	as	a	major	exporter	of

cultural	content	and	ideas.		

2.3		Literacy2.3		Literacy

The	third	main	strand	in	this	study	is	literacy,	broadly	understood	as	a	prac1ce	of

meaning-making	that	involves	different	ways	of	‘reading’	and	‘wri1ng’,	or	prac1ces	of

decoding,	making	meaning,	and	genera1ng	input	–	a	bi-	or	mul1dimensional	form	of

communica1on	that	entails	the	decryp1on	of	a	code	through	reified	prac1ce.	As	a

prac1ce	of	interpreta1on,	literate	ways	of	interpre1ng	the	world	–	and	picturebooks	for

that	mamer	—	influence	the	ways	in	which	iden11es	are	mediated.	The	following

sec1ons	examine	the	different	ways	in	which	literacy	is	defined,	par1cularly	within



87

English	discourse	and	policy,	different	approaches	to	literacy	(the	New	Literacy	Studies,

mul1literacies	and	mul1modal	literacy),	visual	literacy,	and	the	teaching	of	literacy	in

English	educa1on.	

2.3.1	Defining	'literacy'2.3.1	Defining	'literacy'

We	believe	literacy	is	the	ability	to	read,	write,	speak	and	listen	well.	A	literate	person	is	

		able	to	communicate	effec1vely	with	others	and	to	understand	wrimen	informa1on.	

(What	is	Literacy?,	Na1onal	Literacy	Trust,	2014)	

Most	onen,	the	use	of	the	word	‘literacy’	implies	solely	what	is	wrimen	above.

Some1mes,	it	even	refers	mostly	to	reading,	without	implying	much	in	the	way	of	wri1ng

or	understanding,	limi1ng	‘literacy’	and	‘literate	person’	to	one	which	can	decode	a

specific	form	of	encoding	verbal	communica1on.	However,	literacy	begins	with	language,

and	it	fundamentally	relates	to	the	different	uses	people	make	of	language	and	to	how

they	make	language	(#G4C12:	Dr.	James	Paul	Gee	Keynote,	2012;	Heath,	1983).	

	

Par1ng	from	the	simple	defini1on	above,	we	can	begin	by	recognising	that	reading	itself

is	not	an	easy	prac1ce	for	which	human	beings	are	naturally	designed	(Wolf,	2008)	–

instead,	it	is	a	prac1ce	for	which	the	brain	must	adapt	and	create	different	connec1ons

in	order	to	carry	it	out	successfully.	In	this	sense,	the	prac1ce	of	reading	relies	on	the

plas1c	quali1es	of	the	brain	(Hall,	Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014).	However,	reading	and

wri1ng	are	purposeful,	culturally	situated	prac1ces	(Hall,	Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014;
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Pahl	and	Rowsell,	2006,	2012;	Unsworth,	2001)	–	they	are	not	universal,	in	the	sense

that	not	every	person	learns	to	read	or	write	at	the	same	speed,	or	age,	or	in	the	same

manner,	and	they	also	do	not	do	it	on	their	own.	They	occur	within	environments	where

such	prac1ces	are	necessary	for	survival	in	the	first	place,	and	they	are	developed

through	interac1ng	with	others	more	or	less	experienced	and	acquiring	knowledge

about	our	worlds.	In	this	way,	we	do	not	become	literate	by	simply	acquiring	the	mental

ability	to	decode	a	wrimen	code	of	language	–	we	become	literate	through	the	elaborate

intersec1on	of	socially	embedded	prac1ce,	language,	decoding,	par1cipa1ng,	making

sense	and	making	meanings,	all	of	which	occur	within	specific	cultural	environment.	

	

For	McGillis	(1997),	there	exists	a	significant	difference	between	‘learning	to	read’	–

decoding	lemers	into	sounds	and	learning	to	put	them	in	a	sequence	to	break	down	a

meaning	—	and	‘reading	to	learn’	–	a	process	that	involves	being	able	to	take	the

reading	apart	and	rewrite	or	reconstruct	its	meaning,	gaining	a	greater	form	of

understanding	that	goes	beyond	what	appears	to	be	offered	by	the	ini1al	reading.	This

kind	of	approach	to	literacy	has	roots	in	cri1cal	pedagogy	and	the	work	of	scholars	like

Paulo	Freire.	Indeed,	for	Freire	the	act	of	reading	begins	as	‘reading	the	world’,	decoding

the	immediate	world	around	us,	its	languages	and	meanings	as	a	prerequisite	to	learning

to	decode	lemers	and	words	(Freire	and	Macedo,	1987).	Literacy	conceived	as	a

meaning-making	prac1ce	reaches	beyond	the	printed	text	and	acquires	a	purposeful

dimension,	crea1ng	social	links	and	tying	together	shared	values,	beliefs	and	histories

(Pahl	and	Rowsell,	2012).	It	is	what	makes	it	possible	to	connect	culture,	iden1ty	and
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prac1ces	of	representa1on,	and	what	makes	it	possible	to	create	them	in	the	first	place.	

2.3.2	New	approaches	to	literacy2.3.2	New	approaches	to	literacy

Recent	approaches	to	literacy	take	into	account	these	cultural	views	and	consider	as	well

the	different	‘modes’	of	making	meaning	(Pahl	and	Rowsell,	2006).	Most	importantly,

‘literacy’	as	monolithic	is	deconstructed	into	mul1ple	‘literacies’,	all	of	which	have	a

purpose	and	a	social	and	cultural	posi1on.	Jewim	(2008)	iden1fies	three	main	fields	of

literacy	research:	New	Literacy	Studies	(NLS),	mul1literacies	and	mul1modality.	

	

Firmly	grounded	on	the	social,	historical	and	cultural	aspects	of	literacy,	NLS	analyses

literacy	events	and	literacy	prac1ces	across	different	domains,	it	considers	the	different

ways	in	which	people	use	literacy	in	everyday	life,	and	focuses	on	emergent	literacies

(Jewim,	2008;	Pahl	and	Rowsell,	2006,	2012),	considering	literacy	as	“ways	of	interac1ng,

ways	of	represen1ng	and	ways	of	being”	(Rogers	and	Elias,	2012).	NLS	also	considers	the

interac1on	between	global	literacies	and	local	literacies,	as	children’s	literacy	prac1ces

are	onen	mediated	by	global	discourses	(like,	for	example,	the	discourses	of	Disney),

which	impacts	children’s	construc1on	of	their	literate	iden11es.	Marsh	and	Millard

(2000)	consider	these	global	literacies	as	popular	culture,	and	argue,	through	the	use	of

Bourdieu’s	concept	of	‘cultural	capital’,	that	crea1ng	connec1ons	between	popular

culture	and	the	classroom	could	encourage	children’s	development	of	literacy.		They

suggest	the	acknowledgement	of	their	own	cultural	worlds	in	the	classroom	could

poten1ally	mo1vate	reluctant	readers,	introduce	them	to	the	recognized	canon,	develop
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essen1al	skills	and	give	the	message	that	they	do	not	need	to	‘swap	one	iden1ty	for

another’	upon	leaving	their	homes	and	going	to	school.	The	students’	prior	knowledge,

iden11es	and	home	backgrounds	can	affect	their	approach	to	schooling	and	its

demands,		and	school	literacy	is	understood	as	socially	constructed	and	located	in	power

structures	(Street,	2005).	

	

The	field	of	mul1literacies	similarly	recognizes	that	literacy	is	socially,	historically	and

culturally	situated,	and	it	focuses	on	a	curriculum	that	responds	accordingly	(Jewim,

2008;	Unsworth,	2001),	as	well	as	to	different	modali1es	of	the	literacy	events,	such	as

digital	or	visual	literacies.	The	mul1literacies	approach	draws	on	ideas	from	cri1cal

literacy	(Jewim,	2008;	Unsworth,	2001),	which	emphasise	that	the	learner	must	acquire	a

par1cipatory	and	analy1cal	knowledge	of	their	world.	

	

Finally,	the	mul1modality	approach	focuses	on	‘modes’	through	which	meaning-making

and	communica1on	occur,	such	as	posture,	gaze,	image,	sound,	etc.,	which	are	viewed

as	‘sets	of	semio1c	resources’	(Jewim,	2008).	Mul1modality	draws	heavily	on	linguis1cs

(Jewim,	2008)	and	in	the	work	in	visual	social	semio1cs	of	Kress	and	Van	Leeuwen

(Jewim,	2008;	Moya	Guijarro,	2011;	Unsworth,	2001).	Both	the	mul1modality	and

mul1literacies	approaches	contemplate	visual	literacy,	and	Unsworth	(2001)	amempts	to

provide	a	comprehensive	meta-language	for	the	use	and	inclusion	of	visual	literacy	in

the	curriculum	–	one	that	permits	viewing	‘visual	grammar’	in	a	similar	way	to	verbal

grammar.	This	approach	draws	on	Kress	and	Van	Leeuwen’s	grammar	of	visual	images,
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which	Lewis	(2001)	suggests	for	looking	at	picturebooks.	

	

These	three	approaches	to	literacy,	although	drawing	from	different	theories,	have	in

common	a	root	in	words	and	verbal	language,	and	therefore	involve	amempts	at	framing

any	cri1cal	reading	of	the	world	(in	the	Freirian	sense,	for	example)	through	the	use	of

language	or	the	structure	of	language.	Visual	literacy	is	onen	also	perceived	in	this	light,

and	subsumed	to	a	‘grammar’	for	reading	images	with	a	specific	framework	in	an

amempt	to	translate	to	image	the	way	one	semio1cally	reads	language.	Other	scholars,

such	as	Johnson	and	Vasudevan	(2012)	extend	cri1cal	literacy	beyond	the	‘verbo-	and

logo-centric’,	i.e.	as	beyond	the	wrimen	word,	viewing	the	body	as	a	text	through	which

cri1cal	literacy	is	performed	through	physical	appearance	and	the	rela1onships	formed

with	different	types	of	media	and	their	own	life	experiences.	These	embodied	views	on

cri1cal	literacy	expand	the	understanding	of	meaning-making	as	beyond	the	limited

scope	of	any	par1cular	medium,	yet	far	from	dismissing	the	medium,	the	focus	is	shined

to	the	experience	of	the	literate	being	with	the	medium.	Cri1cal	literacy	is	then

performed,	produced	and	posi1oned.		

	

Similarly,	Fleckenstein	(2004)	proposes	a	polymorphic	literacy	which	approaches	literacy

as	a	performance	involving	language	and	images,	fluidly	moving	between	meaning	and

literacy	and	contempla1ng	the	ways	in	which	language	and	image	complement	and

contest	one	another.	Fleckenstein’s	‘imagery’	extends	beyond	the	visual	into	the

kinaesthe1c,	olfactory,	auditory,	psychological	and	philosophical,	as	she	reminds	us	of
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the	flow	of	images	that	populate	our	lives	and	our	minds,	and	which	make	up	the	basis

for	delibera1ve	thought	(2003).	With	these	perspec1ves,	cri1cal	literacy	becomes

expanded	to	encompass	more	than	just	language-centric	cri1cality,	but	come	closer	to

the	Freirian	reading	of	the	world.		Here,	cri1cal	literacy	begins	from	an	inten1on	to

analyse	and	discover	underlying	meanings	in	all	kinds	of	texts	and	communica1ons,	thus

enabling	the	literate	person	to	access	the	necessary	tools	to	‘read’	their	world,

par1cipate	within	it	and	subvert	the	forces	that	keep	them	marginalized	or	oppressed.

Under	this	framework,	basing	the	en1rety	of	our	possible	forms	of	reading	upon

gramma1cal,	logo-	and	verbocentric	models		would	seem	to	run	counter	to	a	holis1c

idea	of	'reading	the	world'	(Freire	and	Macedo,	1987).	Rather,	a	wider	array	of	ways	of

‘reading’	and	‘wri1ng’	should	be	pursued	for	different	forms	of	literacy,	considering	the

par1culari1es	of	each.	

Salisbury	(2010)	suggests	that	perhaps	the	reason	why	‘visual	literacy’	so	onen	is	seen

through	the	vocabulary	of	verbal	knowing	is	because	the	people	who	tend	to	analyse

images	in	terms	of	‘visual	literacy’	do	not	belong	so	much	to	a	world	of	image	as	they	do

to	a	world	of	words.	Historically,	the	intellectual	turn	against	imagery	has	roots	in

Platonic	and	later	Cartesian	thought	(Fleckenstein,	2003),	where	ra1onalism	and

empiricism	demanded	a	kind	of	detachment	that	was	at	odds	with	the	ambiguous

knowing	that	lies	beyond	a	limited,	language-based	literacy.	

	

Here	we	can	return	to	the	original	defini1on	of	literacy	with	which	we	began:	“We
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believe	literacy	is	the	ability	to	read,	write,	speak	and	listen	well.	A	literate	person	is	able

to	communicate	effec1vely	with	others	and	to	understand	wrimen	informa1on.”	Through

this	limited	defini1on	of	literacy,	embodied	knowledges	and	literacies	are	dismissed	or

secondary,	and	its	logocentric	focus	reflects	Fleckenstein’s	(2004)	observa1on	that

culture	predisposes	us	to	think	linguis1cally.	Yet,	this	narrow	view	also	dismisses	the	life

experiences	of	genera1ons	of	children	brought	up	in	a	world	where	images	and

embodied	knowing	are	increasingly	prevalent.	A	perspec1ve	on	cri1cal	literacy	that	is

rooted	on	reading	the	world	permits	a	variety	of	ways	to	do	so	and	to	construct	and

communicate	meanings,	and	in	doing	so	the	life	experiences	of	the	literate	being

become	more	significant	to	the	literate	prac1ce	than	the	text	in	and	of	itself.	

	

2.3.3	Literate	iden11es2.3.3	Literate	iden11es	

Throughout	the	development	of	literacy	skills	and	the	interac1on	with	texts,	the

iden11es	of	readers	are	constantly	being	mediated,	especially	in	the	context	of

conflic1ng	home	and	school	cultures	with	differing	literacy	prac1ces.	Gee	explains	that

people	construct	socially	situated	iden11es	by	conveying	a	‘recognizable	kind	of	person’

through	social	languages	(Rogers	and	Elias,	2012).	Pahl	and	Rowsell	(2012)	explain:

“Literacy	is	a	culturally	mediated	and	prac1ce-infused	ac1vity	that	constantly	pulls	on

the	personality	of	the	speaker,	the	writer	or	the	reader.	Our	ways	of	being,	speaking,

wri1ng	and	reading	are	in1mately	1ed	to	our	different	discourse	communi1es	(…),	which

in	turn	shape	our	iden11es	further”	(p.	98).	Mirr	Boje	et	al	(2009)	discuss	iden1ty	within

discussions	of	literacy,	which	presume	it	as	socially	constructed	and	mediated.	Pahl	and
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Rowsell	(2012)	observe	that	learners	use	literacy	ac1vi1es	to	express	iden11es,	and	the

poten1al	benefit	of	linking	this	iden1ty	with	literacy	prac1ces	that	can	be	brought	into

the	classroom,	echoing	what	Marsh	and	Millard	(2000)	suggested	above.	Kitching	(2013)

and	Rogers	and	Elias	(2012)	understand	both	literacy	and	iden1ty	as	social	prac1ces	of

naming,	knowing	and	being.	

	

However,	‘literate	iden1ty’	can	also	be	conceived	differently	when	seen	within	the

learner’s	use	of	and	understanding	of	literacy	within	the	classroom.	Classroom

discourses	of	what	cons1tutes	‘literacy’	may	not	bear	much	resemblance	to	a	student’s

home	literacy	prac1ces,	and	thus	within	these	contexts,	another	sense	of	iden1ty

mediated	by	classroom	discourse	may	be	created.	Certain	behaviours,	rela1onships	and

ac1vi1es	are	priori1zed	in	schools	and	given	credence	as	being	‘literacy’,	and	children

may	relate	different	sets	of	emo1ons	to	their	experiences	of	school	literacy	events	and

behaviours	(Pahl	and	Rowsell,	2012;	Rogers	and	Elias,	2012;	Scherer,	2014).	Literate

iden11es	may	also	influence	the	use	and	selec1on	of	books	on	the	part	of	children.

Children’s	books	in	the	UK	have	been	age-banded	since	2008,	a	decision	made	by	the	UK

Publishers	Associa1on	(Squires,	2009),	and	one	which	has	effec1vely	served	to	entrench

the	picturebook	among	its	very	young	target	audience:	in	bookshops,	picturebooks	are

typically	banded	between	2-5	and	6-7	sec1ons,	effec1vely	sugges1ng	an	age	limit	as	well

as	a	degree	of	complexity.	In	this	ranking,	picturebooks	are	followed	by	chapter	books,

which	are	suggested	for	older	or	‘confident’	readers,	thus	confirming	the	assump1on

that	the	word-text	balance	in	picturebooks	should	necessarily	imply	an	easier	read
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(appropriate	for	a	struggling	or	less	able	reader)	than	a	short	chapter	book	or	illustrated

book.	However,	the	content	of	a	chapter	book	labelled	as	‘confident	readers’	is	not

necessarily	any	more	complex	than	that	on	a	picturebook.	The	label	could	theore1cally

also	deter	reluctant	readers	from	accessing	less	picture-heavy	texts	that	they	might

otherwise	have	found	en1cing.	Squires	(2009)	suggests	that	the	adult	priori1sa1on	of

certain	types	of	books	and	reading	may	be	causing	children	to	internalise	certain	literary

hierarchies,	and	therefore	fixate	what	they	consider	‘reading’	to	be	at	all.	

2.3.4	Literacy	and	policy	in	the	UK	2.3.4	Literacy	and	policy	in	the	UK	

Alexander	(2008)	defines	pedagogy	as	“the	act	of	teaching,	together	with	its	amendant

discourse	of	educa1onal	theories,	values,	evidence	and	jus1fica1ons.	It	is	what	one

needs	to	know,	and	the	skills	one	needs	to	command,	in	order	to	make	and	jus1fy	the

many	different	kinds	of	decision	of	which	teaching	is	cons1tuted”	(p.	47).		Pedagogy,	he

contends,	is	conflated	with	teaching	and	learning	in	educa1onal	policy,	yet	he

dis1nguishes	pedagogy	as	discourse	from	teaching	as	act,	s1ll	remaining	inseparable

(Alexander,	2009,	p.914):	“Pedagogy	is	the	discourse	with	which	one	needs	to	engage	in

order	both	to	teach	intelligently	and	make	sense	of	teaching.”	However,	when	analysing

the	English	approach	to	educa1on	and	teaching,	Alexander	contends	there	is	either	no

pedagogy,	or	a	‘pedagogy	of	compliance’.	Similar	claims	have	been	laid	by	Ball	(2006),

who	argues	that	it	is	rather	one	of	‘performa1vity’,	alluding	to	what	has	been	deemed	by

various	scholars	(Alexander,	2012a,	2010,	2008;	Ball,	2006;	Gillard,	2011;	Hall,	2004)	as	a

u1litarian	or	corpora1vist	view	of	schools,	by	which	teaching	is	ruled	by	‘what	works’	in
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the	way	of	na1onal	curriculums	and	recommenda1ons	for	‘best	prac1ce’.	

According	to	Ball	(2006)	and	Hall	(2004),	this	has	changed	the	nature	of	teaching	itself,

deprofessionalising	teachers	and	turning	them	into	technicians.	The	schooling

experience	itself	has	turned	to	focusing	on	amainment	levels	and	learning	objec1ves,

amidst	fears	of	teachers	who	resort	to	teaching	only	that	which	will	be	measured	or

observed	at	inspec1ons	in	order	to	comply	with	regula1ons	(Alexander,	2008;	Ball,

2006).	Throughout	the	years,	what	is	to	be	taught	and	how	has	become	more	and	more

prescrip1ve.	Alexander	(2008)	notes	that,	were	prescrip1ons	to	change	and	encourage

teachers	to	stray	from	the	suggested	path,	the	fear	of	failing	at	inspec1ons	or

measurements	might	not	allow	them	to	do	so	anyway.	

Teaching	in	England	appears	thus	far	ranked	by	four	key	components:	the	Na1onal

Curriculum,	standardised	tes1ng,	league	tables	and	inspec1ons.	Although	all	of	them

contribute	to	create	the	par1cular	atmosphere	and	pedagogy	that	characterises	the

teaching	of	reading	in	England	today,	the	Na1onal	Curriculum	is	the	only	one	that

presents	special	relevance	for	this	par1cular	study.	Its	latest	version	was	introduced	in

primary	schools	in	September	2014	amidst	much	fric1on	with	academics,	educa1onalists

and	teachers	(Alexander,	2012a;	Bassey	et	al.,	2013),	who	claim	its	bases	are	out	of

touch	with	research	and	demands	‘too	much	too	soon’.	One	significant	claim	on	the	part

of	Alexander	(2012b)	is	that	the	new	curriculum	fails	to	consider	the	recommenda1ons

suggested	in	the	Cambridge	Primary	Review,	the	most	extensive	review	of	educa1onal
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prac1ce	in	England	since	the	Plowden	Report	(Gillard,	2011).	The	newest	itera1on	of	the

Na1onal	Curriculum	has	also	been	regarded	as	‘neo-Victorian’	and	tantamount	to

‘hiang	the	rewind	bumon’,	as	cri1cs	assert	that	policy	makers’	ideal	of	‘tradi1onal	values

in	educa1on’	fail	to	listen	to	research	and	analysis	(Garner,	2013;	Ward,	2013).	One	could

argue	that	they	do,	although	mostly	to	the	results	of	specific	forms	of	research	that

follow	standards	of	rigour,	validity	and	objec1vity	generally	accepted	in	the	medical	or

biological	field,	and	which	deem	in-depth	ethnographic	studies	usually	used	in	educa1on

research	not	to	be	up	to	standard	(Hall,	Cur1n	and	Rutherford,	2014).	

	

Since	the	Rose	Report,	the	outline	of	the	teaching	of	literacy	in	English	schools	has	come

to	rely	almost	en1rely	on	synthe1c	phonics	as	the	method	of	choice	(Dombey,	2011),

being	brandished	as	the	most	effec1ve	and	successful	way	for	the	teaching	of	reading

and	rigorously	tested	at	the	end	of	Key	Stage	1.	This	approach	is,	however,	verbo-	and

logocentric,	and	focuses	on	reading	as	‘decoding’	wrimen	informa1on,	thus	minimising

emphasis	on	‘cri1cal’	reading	(Hall,	2004).	Phonics	has	also	been	said	to	be	less	effec1ve

for	learning	to	decode	English	due	to	the	disparate	grapheme-phoneme

correspondences	of	the	language	–	such	as	the	different	pronuncia1on	of	the	lemer	‘a’	in

‘cat’	and	in	‘call’	(Dombey,	2011).	However,	Kokkola	(2013)	points	out	that	synthe1c

phonics	may	be	rather	valuable	for	mul1lingual	children	who	need	extra	support	in	the

process	of	learning	to	read	English,	as	a	step	towards	learning	the	different	sound

correspondences	in	the	new	language.
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The	success	of	phonics	for	accuracy	in	decoding	print	is	widely	recognised,	but	its	cri1cs

maintain	that	the	limita1ons	of	this	approach	lie	in	reading	comprehension.	Although

the	new	curriculum’s	sec1on	for	Years	1	and	2	emphasises	that	“pupils	should	be	taught

to	develop	pleasure	in	reading,	mo1va1on	to	read,	vocabulary	and	understanding”

(Department	for	Educa1on,	2013:21,	28),	it	also	prescribes	that	books	offered	to

children	at	this	stage	should	be	limited	to	those	that	are	on	par	with	the	expected	stage

of	phonics	development	of	pupils.	Davis	(2013)	contends	this	is	‘tantamount	to	a	form	of

abuse’,	as	it	may	discourage	abler	readers	and	those	‘well	on	their	way’.	Davis	(2013)

joins	Hall	(2004)	in	arguing	that	learning	to	blend	sounds	into	sequences	and	decode

these	from	wri1ng	does	not	cons1tute	the	complex	ac1vity	of	reading.	The	emphasis	on

phonics	development	as	a	defini1ve	marker	for	progress	in	the	learning	of	reading	also

fails	to	integrate	students’	home	lives	into	the	classroom,	and	the	narrow	concept	of

literacy	that	it	suggests	stands	at	odds	with	Gee’s	defini1on	and	with	the	concept	of	a

literate	iden1ty,	suppor1ng	the	reproduc1on	of	one	single	valid	form	of	being	literate	(by

being	able	to	read	and	write	the	wrimen	word	fluently).	The	logocentric	approach	also

reinforces	perceived	hierarchies	of	what	counts	as	‘real	reading’	(Squires,	2009).	

	

Hall	et	al	(2014)	describe	literacy	as	an	ac1vity	that	depends	on	a	reified	prac1ce	of

decoding	and	one	of	par1cipa1on	(engagement)	in	order	to	occur	successfully.	If	too

much	focus	is	placed	on	only	one	of	these	factors,	the	other	one	suffers	inevitably	–	in

the	case	of	primary	educa1on,	there	is	a	risk	of	focusing	too	much	upon	developing	the

basic	skillset	of	reading	and	wri1ng	in	order	to	have	the	children	meet	their	standards.
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This	does	not	lead	to	literacy	learning,	but	rather	to	learning	strategies	for	test-taking,	as

exemplified	by	Hall	et	al	(2014,	p.	66).	

2.3.5	Children’s	literature	and	diversity	in	the	classroom2.3.5	Children’s	literature	and	diversity	in	the	classroom

Because	of	their	origins	as	didac1c	tools,	picturebooks	owe	much	to	educa1onal	efforts

and	are	in1mately	related	with	what	has	now	become	a	fixture	of	the	primary

classroom:	the	reading	scheme	book.	The	main	objec1ve	of	the	reading	scheme	book

today	is	to	deliver	texts	consonant	with	the	reader’s	phonics	development,	and

alongside	the	speed	at	which	new	ones	must	be	produced,	the	illustra1ons,	stories	and

designs	more	onen	than	not	suffer	greatly	(Mallem,	2012).	Because	of	this	objec1ve,

reading	scheme	picturebooks	also	support	the	impression	given	by	age	banding,	that	the

quan1ty	or	complexity	of	wrimen	words	in	its	pages	is	what	amounts	to	the	complexity

of	the	story	–	their	purpose	is,	aner	all,	to	encourage	the	reader	to	progress	from	the

iconotext	to	plain	text.	S1ll,	these	books	are	nowadays	profoundly	diverse,	par1cularly

when	compared	with	commercial	picturebooks:	since	the	Plowden	report	reviled

scheme	books	of	the	1me	for	reflec1ng	only	white,	middle	class	audiences,	modern

scheme	books	tend	to	reflect	a	variety	of	characters	of	different	ethnic	backgrounds	who

get	to	star	in	their	own	stories	(Mallem,	2012)	–	even	if	those	stories	are	not	especially

interes1ng	or	complex.	

	

In	this	environment	where	children’s	reading	and	literacy	levels	are	always	in	crisis,

endless	literacy	campaigns	and	ini1a1ves	have	sprung	up	over	the	years:	Bookstart,
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Book1me,	Booked	Up,	Book	Circles,	World	Book	Day,	Na1onal	Years	of	Reading,

Children’s	Books	Days,	countless	children’s	book	fes1vals,	Booktrust,	the	Na1onal

Literacy	Trust,	the	Reading	Agency,	the	Inclusive	Minds	Project,	the	Lemerbox	Library,

and	the	Federa1on	of	Children’s	Book	Groups	are	but	a	few	of	several	book-related

ini1a1ves	which	aim	to	bring	children	closer	to	children’s	literature.	However,

par1cipa1on	in	any	of	these	presupposes	the	physical	access	to	them,	which	is	not

always	possible	or	available	(for	example,	some	of	these	ini1a1ves	have	not	yet	made	it

to	Southeast	England,	whereas	others	are	based	in	libraries	or	children’s	centres).	Many

teachers	lack	the	knowledge	or	confidence	required	to	introduce	pupils	to	new	and

varied	works	of	literature	(Cremin,	Bearne,	Momram	and	Goodwin,	2008),	and

par1cularly	in	the	high-pressure	environment	of	the	classroom,	they	may	not	always

have	1me	to	do	so,	especially	as	the	1me	for	tests	nears.	This	is	so	even	if	the	Na1onal

Curriculum	includes	a	vague	statement	about	making	sure	students	are	exposed	to	a

wide	variety	of	texts	and	authors	and	be	‘encouraged’	to	read	and	develop	a	‘love’	of

reading.	Longer	texts	may	also	become	‘atomised’	or	broken	into	sec1ons	per1nent	to

specific	literacy	lessons	for	use	in	the	classroom,	decontextualizing	them	and	preven1ng

a	significant	engagement	with	the	work	at	large.		

	

Bridging	the	students’	home	cultures	with	their	literacy	educa1on	is	in1mately	linked	to

the	concept	of	cultural	iden1ty.	If	we	remember	that	salience	is	linked	to	wellbeing,	self-

esteem	and	performance,	it	follows	that	acknowledging	the	importance	of	each

individual	iden1ty	–and	by	proxy,	the	cultural	codes	it	embodies	—	as	valid	and	relevant
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will	be	beneficial	for	the	pupils,	whilst	at	the	same	1me	presen1ng	them	as	valid	and

relevant	to	pupils	of	different	backgrounds.	This	type	of	environment	could	be	very

valuable	for	fostering	inclusion	and	diversity,	since,	as	it	was	men1oned	before,	studies

of	children’s	aatudes	to	members	of	their	group	and	those	they	perceive	as	‘Others’

suggest	that	a	nega1ve	aatude	towards	the	Other	develops	around	primary	school	age,

whereas	preference	for	members	of	their	group	is	developed	even	earlier	(Bigler	et	al.,

2001;	Bumelmann	and	Böhm,	2014).

The	idea	of	bringing	cultures	or	life-worlds	into	the	classroom	for	literacy	educa1on,	in	a

context	in	which	classrooms	are	some1mes	wildly	culturally	diverse,	does	evidently	not

entail	that	teachers	become	versed	in	the	home	languages	of	par1cular	students,	or	that

they	become	in1mately	aware	of	the	details	of	their	home	culture.	Culture	does	not

equal	ethnicity,	and	therefore	bringing	cultural	iden11es	into	the	classroom	is	not

reserved	only	for	ethnic	inclusion.	It	also	does	not	entail	drawing	direct	links	between

stories	and	students	–	such	as	singling	out	a	book	on	Arab	culture	and	a	child	of	Arab

heritage,	for	example.	

There	is	also	a	case	to	be	made	for	bilingualism	and	ethnic	inclusion	into	the	classroom.

As	the	numbers	of	pupils	whose	first	language	is	not	English	increases	(Swinford,	2014),

it	becomes	necessary	to	make	sure	that	a	truly	mul1cultural	educa1on	presents	different

cultures	and	ethnic	backgrounds	as	equally	important	in	society	(Issa	and	Ham,	2013;

Kokkola,	2013).	Nevertheless,	this	is	not	the	only	extent	of	cultural	iden11es,	nor	is	there
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a	need	for	teachers	to	amempt	to	bring	them	in	directly	or	forcibly.	Instead,	amempts	to

learn,	understand	and	integrate	the	students’	cultural	and	historical	cogni1ve	resources

into	the	classroom	prac1ce	should	be	made,	in	order	to	construct	more	responsive	and

meaningful	lessons	(Gonzalez,	Moll	and	Aman1,	2005).	This	study	is	designed	with	the

assump1on	that	children	should	be	encouraged	to	bring	elements	of	their	iden1ty	and

home-life	into	the	classroom	as	part	of	their	regular	ac1vi1es	as	opposed	to	for	special

occasions,	and	that	elements	that	are	brought	in	by	the	teacher	with	the	inten1on	to

highlight	or	show	any	par1cular	form	of	culture,	should	be	brought	to	the	fore	to	invite

discussion.	Children	are	understood	as	ac1ve	members	of	their	communi1es,	constantly

shaping	and	being	shaped	by	the	cultural	and	historical	contexts	which	they	inhabit,	as

outlined	by	the	sociocultural-historical	theory	(Marsh	and	Larson,	2005).	

Summary:	Picturebooks,	iden11es	and	storiesSummary:	Picturebooks,	iden11es	and	stories

“My	claim	here	is	that	how	knowledge	is	represented,	as	well	as	the	mode	and	media	

chosen,	is	a	crucial	aspect	for	knowledge	construc1on,	making	the	form	of	

representa1on	integral	to	meaning	and	learning	more	generally.”	(Jewim,	2008,	p.	241)	

We	have	seen	in	the	previous	pages	how	deep	the	connec1on	can	run	between	literacy,

culture,	iden1ty	and	texts	for	children.	A	common	thread	of	story	and	narra1ve	runs

throughout	these	elements	and	binds	them	together,	and	as	such,	the	stories	told	about

ourselves	and	others	should	be	as	representa1ve	of	the	world	around	us	and	as
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authen1c	as	possible.	Literacy	prac1ces	occur	within	the	parameters	of	cultural	models:

“the	taken-for-granted	storylines	and	narra1ves	that	guide	people’s	ac1ons	and

interac1ons	in	the	world”	(Rogers	and	Elias,	2012,	p.260),	which	means	then	that	there

is	an	important	connec1on	between	the	sense	of	self,	literacy	and	culture,	as	the	lamer

rules	the	ways	in	which	the	self	is	mediated	and	literacy	events	and	ac1vi1es	are	carried

out.	It	is	in	these	cultural	models	and	in	social	experiences	that	the	sense	of	self

develops,	as	others	tell	us	stories	of	who	we	are	(Banks,	2008;	Rogers	and	Elias,	2012).

Thus	it	is	impera1ve	to	examine	these	cultural	contexts,	and	the	messages	and	ideas	that

construct	them	and	shape	children’s	iden1ty	media1on	and	literacy	learning.	

	

The	role	of	the	picturebook	in	the	classroom	and	in	literacy	learning	must	also	not	be

underes1mated.	In	this	sense,	literacy	prac1ces	in	school	are	embedded	in	racial

prac1ces	and	discourses	that	may	not	be	consciously	enacted,	but	s1ll	affect	the	child’s

developing	literate	iden1ty.	Children	have	been	1me	and	again	shown	they	are

suscep1ble	and	in	no	way	oblivious	to	issues	of	race	and	difference	(American

Psychological	Associa1on,	n.d.;	Ausdale	and	Feagin,	2001;	Chemy,	2013;	Rogers	and

Mosley,	2006),	and	therefore	racialized	construc1ons	of	literacy	and	storytelling	should

be	scru1nised	and	addressed	directly.	Kitching	(2013)	understands	literacy	as	a	racialized

prac1ce,	emphasising	how	–	in	the	US	at	least	—	literacy	has	historically	been

constructed	as	‘white	property’,	although	this	is	not	to	mean	that	white	people	are

homogenous	or	knowingly	oppresive:	“the	idea	is	to	expose	how	white	racial	poli1cs

strategically	work	to	collec1vize	and	homogenize	people	constructed	as	‘white,’	to	their
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benefit/use,	at	par1cular	historical	junctures”	(p.	376).	This	is	where	recognising	issues

of	representa1on	and	single	narra1ves	that	perpetuate	stereotypes	becomes	a	crucial

part	of	literacy,	but	this	becomes	difficult	when	we	consider	that	teachers	in	English

schools	are	overwhelmingly	white,	young	women,	with	only	7%	iden1fying	as	non-white

(Ross,	2014),	who	may	not	always	no1ce	or	feel	much	relevance	in	issues	regarding

diversity	within	children’s	literature	(Saldanha,	2000).	Michael	and	Bartoli	(2014)	suggest

that,	regarding	issues	of	race	and	representa1on,	an	approach	where	race	and	ethnicity

are	openly	acknowledged	and	discussed	as	a	process	of	‘ac1ve	socializa1on’	is	much

more	beneficial	than	more	pervasive	approaches	of	‘colour-blindness’	that	sidestep	the

issue	altogether,	but	this	is	also	a	complex	task	for	a	demographic	which	may	onen	have

limle	experience	in	discussing	mamers	of	race	or	diversity.		

	

Stories	are	an	essen1al	part	of	culture,	as	are	books	and	the	ins1tu1onalized	ways	of

teaching	and	learning	literacy.	Brimon	(1977)	explained	the	poten1al	of	narra1ve	play	as

a	‘third	area’,	where	children	could	nego1ate	their	inner	needs	with	the	demands	of	the

outside	world	–	a	process	of	media1ng	ways	of	being	and	tes1ng	rules,	possibili1es	and

consequences	within	the	safe	bounds	of	a	story.	Other	storied	prac1ces,	such	as	bed1me

reading,	teachers	reading	aloud	or	guided	readings	are	part	of	the	habitus	surrounding

book-specific	prac1ces	in	modern-day	UK	–	the	way	picturebooks	are	read	and	shared

with	others	is	framed	by	the	way	in	which	the	ac1vity	is	constructed.	It	is	in	this	way	that

our	assump1ons	about	what	books	and	stories	are,	who	they	are	for	and	who	they

represent	come	to	be.
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~2~

It	isn’t	that	I	remember	my	4irst	contact	with	books,	or	picturebooks,	for	that

matter,	but	I	do	know	it	was	at	a	very	early	age.	It	was	one	of	those	plastic,	foam-

4illed	baby	books	that	the	baby	can	supposedly	chew	on	and	take	into	the	bath.	It

was	called	Who	eats	what?	and	on	each	page	it	had	a	big	illustration	of	an	adorable

herbivore,	followed	by	a	big	illustration	of	its	equally	adorable	food,	and	4inally	an

illustration	of	the	herbivore	hugging	its	corresponding	food,	before	it	moved	on	to

the	next	adorable	herbivore.	According	to	my	mother,	this	was	my	favourite	toy	as

a	baby,	and	I	spent	most	of	my	stroller	time	and	my	baths	and	my	bedtime	–	when

not	asleep	—	4lipping	through	it,	throwing	it	around,	sucking	on	its	corners	and

trying	to	stick	it	into	my	mouth.		I	do	suppose	this	is	the	normal,	expectable

behaviour	for	a	baby	that	is	given	a	book.	After	this	4irst	moment	of	contact,	books

remained	a	permanent	part	of	my	life.	I	was	that	kid	whose	teachers	actively	had

to	pry	away	from	the	page	and	demand	they	go	and	socialize.	I	was	never	too	good

at	that,	so	I	inevitably	went	back	to	the	safe	haven	of	books.
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I	learned	to	read	proper	when	I	was	around	four,	by	taking	part	in	a	family	ritual

that	had	been	instituted	long	before	I	was	even	a	possibility.	By	the	time	I	was	born

my	grandmother	had	raised	four	children	and	three	grandchildren,	and	every

single	one	of	us	learned	to	read	in	exactly	the	same	way:	with	a	worn-out	book	of

syllables	and	phrases	called	Angelito,	and	sat	on	our	grandmother’s	lap	on	her

rocking	chair.	It’s	almost	idyllic	when	I	picture	it,	but	it	was	real,	and	it	is	one	of	my

favourite	memories:	the	creaking	of	the	wood	as	she	rocked	back	and	forth,	the

sound	of	her	voice	as	she	read	the	syllables	out	loud,	her	4ingernails	following	the

traces	on	the	page,	and	the	honest-to-God	awful	illustrations	that	were	simply	an

institution.	By	age	six,	I	had	‘successfully’,	though	misguidedly,	skipped	the

‘picturebook	stage’.	I	had	become	a	devout	of	different	kinds	of	books,	particularly

the	Argentinian	political	comic	strip	Mafalda,	illustrated	collections	of	fairy	tales

and	the	Astérix	books,	and	I	fought	my	brothers	for	the	rights	to	the	rocking	chair

to	read	in	the	afternoons	after	school.	The	ritual,	however,	was	to	end	with	my

brother	Miguel.

	

My	junior	by	about	two	and	a	half	years,	Miguel	is	the	youngest	of	us

grandchildren,	and	the	only	one	who	resisted	being	taught	to	read	at	home.	Every

time	my	grandmother	tried,	he	would	cry	and	struggle	until	he	managed	to	wriggle
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himself	off	her	lap	and	run	away	back	to	his	toys.	He	4inally	learned	in	preschool,	and

after	that,	my	mother	realised	she	would	need	some	re-education	in	terms	of	book

buying.	Whereas	Gabriel	had	followed	into	my	footsteps	with	a	passion	for	certain	–	but

certainly	not	all	—	books	and	stories,	Miguel	found	little	entertainment	in	4iction.	He

did,	however,	obsess	over	non-4iction.	He	and	Gabriel	devoured	books	on	dinosaurs,

maps,	oceans,	animals,	cars,	airplanes,	ships,	spies	and	construction,	and	at	one	point

he	even	had	a	‘pet	book’	about	trucks	that	he	carried	around	everywhere	he	went,	and

he	would	educate	us	all	on	the	matter	on	family	outings.	My	little	brother	is	my	literary

antipode,	if	I	can	make	up	such	a	thing	–	I	had	no	problems	reading	whatever	I	had	to

read	to	make	my	teachers	happy	and	learn	what	I	was	meant	to,	but	I	found	little

pleasure	in	it,	whereas	all	his	pleasure	in	reading	seems	to	come	from	that	which	has	a

more	evident	‘learning’	value.
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The	following	sec1ons	explore	the	ra1onale	and	the	approach	taken	for	the

methodology	in	this	study.	At	its	core	are	my	role	as	researcher/ar1st	and	the	concept	of

‘bricolage’	(Kincheloe	and	McLaren,	2005a),	as	I	embrace	my	abili1es,	training	and

perspec1ve	as	an	outsider	to	English	schooling	and	culture,	as	well	as	an	illustrator,	in

order	to	pursue	this	research.	In	bricolage,	the	researcher	is	conceived	as	an	agent	that

brings	together	the	tools	that	are	at	hand	in	order	to	move	forth	with	the	research

process.	In	my	case,	this	meant	harnessing	my	par1culari1es	as	an	‘in-between’	observer

that	is	not	quite	an	outsider	nor	an	insider,	and	the	insight,	skills	and	worldview	that	I

have	developed	through	five	years	of	academic	studies	in	the	field	of	illustra1on,	and

through	my	own	prac1ce	that	has	gone	on	–in	tandem	to	every	other	thing	I	have

chosen	to	do	in	life—	for	at	least	eleven	years.	These	tools	are	not	just	methods	of	data

collec1on,	but	rather	every	piece	of	theore1cal,	ideological	and	personal	informa1on

within	my	reach	that	is	suited	for	the	job:	“…bricolage	views	research	methods	ac1vely

rather	than	passively,	meaning	that	we	ac1vely	construct	our	research	methods	from	the

tools	at	hand	rather	than	passively	receiving	the	“correct,”	universally	applicable

methodologies.”	(Kincheloe	and	McLaren,	2005b).	

	

Bricolage	has	a	long	history	within	qualita1ve	enquiry.	Claude	Levi-Strauss	used	the

bricolage	metaphor	when	referring	to	the	underlying	structures	of	meaning-making,

where	knowers	construct	their	life	history	with	various	cultural	artefacts	(Rogers,	2012).

In	this	way,	knowledge	produc1on	is	not	approached	with	concrete	plans	or	tools,	but

rather	flexibly	–	the	approach	is	pragma1c	and	strategic	(Denzin	and	Lincoln,	2005).
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Bricolage	is	by	defini1on	flexible,	plural,	mul1-methodological,	and	mul1-theore1cal,

allowing	different	disciplines	and	perspec1ves	to	come	together	to	examine	the	subject

of	research	from	more	varied	angles	(Denzin	and	Lincoln,	2005).	Bricolage	is	also	by

nature	highly	reflexive,	recognising	the	researcher,	cultural	and	historical	contexts	and

the	power	rela1ons	that	exist	in	the	research	(Rogers,	2012).	Denzin	and	Lincoln	(2005)

acknowledge	this	by	describing	five	broad	categories	of	bricoleur:	

	

1.	The	interpre1ve	bricoleur	who	is	concerned	with	their	own	reflexive

posi1oning	within	research;

2.	The	methodological	bricoleur,	who	has	an	eclec1c	approach	to	methods	and

approaches,	grabbing	whichever	appears	useful	at	any	specific	point	in

research	rather	than	s1cking	to	a	pre-planned	schedule;

3.	The	theore1cal	bricoleur,	who	relies	on	the	mixing	and	matching	of	different

theore1cal	approaches	in	order	to	create	a	mul1faceted	analysis;

4.	The	poli1cal	or	cri1cal	bricoleur	who	understands	rela1onships	of	power;

and,	

5.	The	narra1ve	bricoleur,	who	is	acutely	aware	of	how	ideologies	and

discourses	in	the	context	and	history	surrounding	the	research	subject	frame

the	exis1ng	knowledge	of	it.

Bricolage	challenges	preconcep1ons	of	the	supposed	neutrality	of	the	researcher	and

respects	the	complex	nature	of	meaning-making.		It	brings	together	a	researcher’s
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previous	knowledge	of	methods	and	methodologies	together	with	what	is	encountered

in	the	field,	understanding	not	only	the	complexi1es	of	the	object	of	inquiry	in	itself,	but

also	of	that	of	the	researcher’s	own	cultural,	historical	and	personal	par1culari1es	as

they	encounter	the	field	(Berry	and	Kincheloe,	2004).	

	

In	my	study,	I	combine	bricolage	with	an	arts-informed	approach.	It	incorporates	a	case

study	of	reading	prac1ces	of	six	children	in	a	primary	school	in	the	southeast	of	England,

a	book	audit	of	a	sizable	sample	of	the	picturebook	provision	at	the	school,	a	content

analysis	of	the	par1cular	picturebooks	used	for	interviews	and	closer	examina1on	with

the	children,	and	a	reflexive	examina1on	of	my	own	role	and	posi1oning	as	researcher,

ar1st	and	woman.	Before	delving	deeper	into	the	methodological	framework,	let	us

revisit	the	guiding	research	ques1ons	that	mo1vated	and	guided	the	study:	

	

-	How	do	children	nego1ate	their	sense	of	self	in	their	interac1ons	with

picturebooks	and	through	the	picturebook	form?

-	How	do	discourses	in	representa1on	pervasive	throughout	the	picturebook

industry	affect	children’s	interac1ng	with	representa1ons	of	different	ways	of

being	available	in	picturebooks?

In	the	con1nuing	sec1ons,	I	discuss	paradigm,	ontology	and	epistemology,	and	then

move	on	to	describe	the	research	design,	outlining	the	parameters	of	the	arts-informed

approach	and	its	rela1onship	to	bricolage,	and	other	interpre1ve	influences	that
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informed	it.	The	last	two	sec1ons	review	a	ra1onale	for	this	approach	and	summarise

the	sec1on	on	methodology.	

3.1	Ques1ons	of	Paradigm3.1	Ques1ons	of	Paradigm

Somekh	(2005)	explains	paradigms	as	‘elaborate	methodological	fortresses’	that	provide

firm	founda1ons	for	research	design,	whilst	at	the	same	1me	serving	as	defence	from

external	cri1cism.	Paradigms	have	provided	models	to	look	at	research	problems	and

how	to	conduct	research	programmes,	and	underlie	the	way	in	which	problems	are

perceived	and	research	is	to	be	approached	–	a	way	to	look	at,	collect	and	systema1cally

organize	data	(Strauss	and	Corbin,	2002).	However,	Lincoln	et	al	(2011)	warn	that

paradigms	have	been	known	to	‘interbreed’,	as	qualita1ve	research	onen	posi1ons	itself

across	different	disciplines,	so	previously	irreconcilable	theorists	may	begin	to	be

understood	within	different	paradigms	and	disciplines.	

	

In	the	case	of	this	par1cular	research,	the	paradigm	could	be	said	to	be	broadly

interpreta1ve	and	informed	by	cri1calist,	postmodern	and	construc1vist	ideas,	according

to	the	criteria	revised	in	Lincoln	et	al	(2011)	–	as	they	explain,	boundaries	between

paradigms	begin	to	blur.	This	is	because	of	the	epistemological	choices	I	have	made,	as

well	as	the	way	in	which	I	approximate	the	issue.	Discussions	on	paradigms	and

paradigma1c	choices	in	academia	have	so	far	seemed	to	me	almost	akin	to	choosing	a

religion	–	a	set	of	beliefs	that	you	can	take	or	leave,	but	the	expecta1on	is	that	if	you

take	one,	you	should	take	the	rest	of	it,	too.	In	theory,	one	should	not	embrace	Jesus	but
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reject	the	commandments,	for	example.	In	prac1ce,	however,	plenty	of	people	embrace

Jesus	and	forget	half	the	commandments.	In	my	country,	thousands	–perhaps	millions,	if

anybody	counted	them—	choose	to	embrace	Jesus,	the	Virgin	Mary,	and	several	saints

alongside	Yoruba	and	indigenous	dei1es,	as	well	as	the	odd	historical	figure	and	pop

culture	representa1ve,	and	worship	them	all	together	in	a	syncre1c	approach	to	Catholic

faith	and	Santería.	María	Lionza	is	the	utmost	representa1ve	of	this	haphazard	form	of

worship	and	belief	systems,	so	symptoma1c	of	a	culture	built	out	of	the	violent

encounters	of	indigenous,	Catholic	and	African	faiths	during	the	colony:	she	is	the	patron

saint	of	Venezuela,	as	well	as	love,	health,	nature	and	animals,	represented	as	a	naked

woman	riding	astride	a	tapir,	holding	high	a	set	of	female	hipbones.	This	does	not	entail,

however,	renouncing	God	or	rejec1ng	faith.	Instead,	it	implies	an	amplifica1on	to

different	voices	and	interpreta1ons	that	enrich	spiritual	life	and	come	to	symbolize	the

chao1c	order	that	so	characterizes	the	encounters	and	the	reconstruc1ons	of	selves	and

cultures	that	came	of	the	colonial	period.	It	renounces	the	paradigms	imposed	by

monolithic	ins1tu1ons	and	instead	embraces	the	mul1plicity	of	voices	and	possibili1es

of	spiritual	life,	crea1ng	as	it	goes	a	new	model	and	a	new	system	of	beliefs	that	is

relevant	to	those	who	live	by	them.	

Thus	the	choice	of	paradigm	as	a	rela1vely	strict	set	of	beliefs	or	frameworks	within

which	to	fit	my	worldview	and	approach	to	the	research	subject	rather	feels	constraining

and	inaccurate	–	a	decision	that	would	necessarily	involve	changing	or	compromising	my

worldview.		Although	undoubtedly	seeking	shelter	within	an	established	paradigm	is	a
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safer	choice,	siang	instead	between	paradigms	provides	more	freedom	for	designing

the	research	in	a	way	that	is	more	suitable	for	the	researcher	and	the	subject	of	the

research.	In	this	case,	fiang	the	outsider	ar1st/researcher	with	a	subject	that	is

essen1ally	narra1ve	–narra1ves	from	iden11es,	from	stories,	from	the	very	subject	of

the	picturebook	as	medium—	calls	for	a	more	open	set	of	beliefs	that	allows	for	the

fluidity	necessary	for	an	ar1s1c	approach.	

	

The	interpre1ve	approach	is	characterised	by	a	concern	for	the	individual,	where	people

are	conceived	as	deliberate	agents	who	ac1vely	construct	their	social	world	(Cohen,

Figure	1	-	Rhizoma1c	connec1ons
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Manion	and	Morrison,	2008).	In	this	way,	events	or	individuals	are	unique	and	not

generalizable,	and	there	are	mul1ple	possible	interpreta1ons	on	them	which	amount	to

a	complex	and	nego1ated	reality.	Ontologically,	my	research	sees	reality	as	co-

constructed	and	nego1ated,	and	also	in	constant	flux.	This	resonates	with	a

construc1vist	ontology	(Lincoln,	Lynham	and	Guba,	2011).	My	process	and	approach

reflect	a	rhizoma1c	understanding	of	reality	and	the	interac1ons	within	it,	which	is

informed	by	postmodernist,	poststructuralist	and	cri1calist	ideas	at	different	1mes.

Figure	1	maps	how	I	see	these	rhizoma1c	connec1ons	of	different	concepts,	theories,

methods	and	emergent	findings.	The	rhizoma1c	model	rejects	the	possibility	of	‘one	true

story’,	as	the	rhizome	has	no	s1pulated	beginning	or	end	and	no	one	specific	path,	but

rather	mul1ple	possible	paths	and	therefore	poten1ally	infinite	stories	(Cheek	and

Gough,	2005).	

	

Among	these	interconnec1ng	theories	are	different	paradigma1c	perspec1ves	which

inform	my	ontological	and	epistemological	posi1oning	in	such	a	way	that	it	would	be

inaccurate	to	describe	my	study	as	purely	construc1vist.	Although	I	do	not	inten1onally

set	out	with	an	emancipatory	agenda,	my	research	does	have	a	certain	philosophy	of

social	jus1ce	and	equality	that	permeates	through	the	way	in	which	I	explore	culture,

iden1ty	and	representa1on	as	historically	and	socially	inscribed	phenomena.	This

historical	perspec1ve	is	more	in	line	with	a	cri1calist	paradigm,	as	is	the	use	of	an	arts-

informed	approach,	the	use	of	bricolage	as	conceived	by	Kincheloe	(Berry	and	Kincheloe,

2004;	Kincheloe	and	McLaren,	2005b),	and	the	challenges	to	knowledge	produc1on	and
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the	construc1on	of	literacy	and	culture	in	schools	that	this	study	poses	in	its	findings.

Postmodern	and	poststructuralist	paradigms	also	inform	this	study	both	ontologically

and	epistemologically,	in	their	focus	on	power	rela1ons,	difference,	discursive	prac1ces

and	representa1on	(Davies	and	Gannon,	2005;	Cheek	and	Gough,	2005).	The

interpre1ve	paradigm	within	which	this	study	is	inscribed	relies	on	factors	such	as

trustworthiness	and	authen1city	(Lincoln,	Lynham	and	Guba,	2011;	Lawrence-Lighwoot

and	Davis,	1997),	as	well	as	accountability	and	reflexivity	(Angen,	2000)	instead	of

conven1onal	rigour	criteria	like	reliability	or	validity.		Fleckenstein	(1996)	refers	to

verisimilitude	as	the	closest	such	interpre1ve	paradigm	can	achieve	to	validity.	

	

In	order	to	explore	this	rhizoma1c,	constructed	reality,	my	study	relies	on	a	narra1ve	and

arts	epistemology,	whereby	understanding	of	the	world	happens	through	stories	and

narra1ves	(as	well	as	how	we	relate	to	pre-exis1ng	stories	and	the	stories	of	others),	and

the	arts	suppose	a	way	to	dynamically	know	these	nego1a1ons.	Eisner	(2008a)	points

out	that	'knowledge',	a	noun,	may	be	regarded	as	problema1c.	'Knowing',	a	verb,	would

be	bemer	suited	for	a	pursuit	that	does	not	seek	to	yield	rigidified	results.	He	proposes

that	arts	have	the	poten1al	to	'deliteralize'	knowledge,	as	it	is	not	necessarily	always

reducible	to	language,	and	the	arts	are	evoca1ve	rather	than	descrip1ve,		therefore

crea1ng	a	sense	of	empathy	that	he	contends	is	a	means	to	understanding.	Eisner	warns,

however,	that	this	par1cular	way	of	knowing	has	limita1ons	as	to	the	kind	of	answers	it

can	provide,	liking	it	to	deep	conversa1ons	and	insighwul	dialogue	and	remarking	that	it

is	not	best	suited	for	error-free	conclusions.	However,	my	aim	is	not	to	find	error-free
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conclusions,	and	trying	to	achieve	defini1ve,	ironclad	solu1ons	to	ques1ons	of	iden1ty

nego1a1on	seems	rather	misguided	for	the	nego1ated,	flowing	reality	described	above.

The	best	one	can	hope	for	is	to	describe	(or	evoke)	par1cular	cases	and	gain	knowledge

of	how	the	rela1onships	and	nego1a1ons	happened,	but	one	should	be	careful	when

trying	to	see	those	rela1onships	as	defini1ve	and	rigid.	

	

'Knowing'	in	this	sense	can	then	be	connected	to	Brimon’s	(1977)	‘third	space	of	play’	–

as	a	space	in-between	where	we	nego1ate	meaning,	these	places	between	ourselves

and	the	world	are	the	only	spaces	in	which	we	can	ac1vely	engage	in	‘knowing’.	Eisner

(1991)	remarks	that	our	knowledge	of	the	world	is	therefore	transac1onal:	because	our

minds	mediate	our	interac1ons	with	the	world,	we	cannot	know	it	in	its	‘ontologically

objec1ve’	state.	Sullivan	(2010)	finds	that	these	spaces	open	up	opportuni1es	for

ambiguity,	plurality	and	uncertainty	to	offer	different	perspec1ves.	Similarly,	it	is	in	these

spaces	of	interac1on	–not	in	only	the	child	readers,	or	only	the	books,	or	both	separately

—	that	we	can	come	to	a	meaningful	understanding	of	how	this	nego1ated	self	happens,

and	open	up	further	possibili1es	for	exploring	various	self-narra1ves.	Fleckenstein’s

(1996)	call	for	a	narra1ve	epistemology	has	emancipatory	roots	that	seek	to	move

beyond	a	purely	logocentric	and	verbocentric	knowing	to	one	which	encompasses	the

power	of	imagery	and	metaphor.	A	narra1ve	epistemology	increases	the	explanatory

power	of	theories	by	providing	complementary	modes	of	representa1on.	Addi1onally,	it

is	consistent	with	the	way	in	which,	as	human	beings,	we	interact	‘narra1vely’:	the	ways

in	which	our	memories	become	structured,	in	which	we	are	historically	and	socially
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inscribed,	and	in	which	we	organise	our	own	life	stories	are	all	narra1vely	structured.	As

reviewed	earlier,	our	sense	of	iden1ty	is	inscribed	in	history,	within	cultural	and	social

narra1ves,	and	it	is	structured	and	finds	meaning	in	nego1a1ng	and	reconstruc1ng

narra1ves,	rather	than	being	a	simple,	uncomplicated	string	of	chronological	events.	It	is

this	knowing	that	is	purposefully	dynamic,	unstable,	narra1ve	and	ar1s1c,	that	finds

itself	in	the	in-between	spaces	of	interac1on	and	co-construc1on,	and	exists	only	in

media1on,	that	epistemologically	grounds	this	study.	

3.2	Research	design3.2	Research	design

Perhaps	owing	to	these	paradigma1c	shins	and	changing	perspec1ves	on	paradigms,	the

arts	are	no	longer	seen	as	more	per1nent	to	emo1on	than	to	knowledge,	as	recounted

by	Eisner	(2008a)	,	and	arts-related	forms	of	inquiry	are	becoming	increasingly	accepted

as	valid	forms	of	research	within	the	social	sciences,	especially	educa1on	(Cole	and

Knowles,	2008a).	This	research	uses	an	arts-informed	research	design	as	the	primary

way	to	approach	a	complex	subject	that	sits	between	educa1onal,	sociological,	cultural,

ar1s1c	and	literary	fields.	The	arts-informed	approach	is	inscribed	within	bricolage,	and

informed	by	no1ons	of	portraiture	(Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis,	1997).	It	seems	only

fiang	for	research	that	is	firmly	grounded	in	a	belief	in	the	increasingly	mul1modal	and

visual	nature	of	Western	culture	and	its	forms	of	communica1on	that	it	should	amempt

to	enshrine	its	ways	of	knowing	and	seeing	the	world	through	an	ar1s1c	lens.	

	

All	ar1s1c	process	has	at	its	core	a	very	in1mate	rela1onship	with	social	research,	as
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both	seek	to	understand	and	bring	to	light	different	aspects	of	ordinary	human	life	for	a

variety	of	reasons.	Conceptualising	and	crea1ng	a	work	of	art	is	not	en1rely	that

different	from	a	process	of	research.	It	is	rooted	in	human	experience	and	expresses	a

collec1on	of	data	gathered	by	the	ar1st,	who	in	turn	interprets	this	informa1on	by

crea1ng	a	piece,	which	an	audience	receives	and	reinterprets.	Arts-related

methodologies	bring	the	ar1s1c	form	of	making	and	sharing	knowledge	together	with

the	academic	rigour	of	research.	They	uphold	a	set	of	values	in	their	quest	for	alterna1ve

ways	of	crea1ng	and	expressing	knowledge	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2008b;	Finley,	2008;

Springgay,	Irwin	and	Kind,	2008),	and	have	been	noted	by	Cole	and	Knowles	(2008)	for

its	rela1onship	with	the	field	of	educa1on,	where	these	methodologies	were	first

welcomed	and	pursued	thanks	to	its	interdisciplinary	nature,	broader	commitment	to

prac1ce,	the	prac1cal	applica1on	of	research	and	its	broad	intellectual	heritage.	

	

Finley	(2008)	explains	the	poten1al	of	the	arts	as	a	‘people’s	pedagogy’,	due	to	its

democra1zing	nature,	wider	accessibility	and	emancipa1ng	poten1al.	This	is	closely

related	to	cri1cal	approaches	to	social	research,	where	the	par1cipants’	agency	and

empowerment	is	sought	as	an	important	part	of	the	whole	approach.	Vormimag	(2014)

has	wrimen	about	illustra1on	specifically	and	its	collabora1ve	features.	Illustra1on,	being

the	‘commercial’	sister	of	fine	arts,	has	a	very	well-established	collabora1ve	nature,

whereby	the	ar1st,	the	client	and	the	audience	all	have	a	bearing	on	the	final	art.

Vormimag	calls	for	bringing	this	a	step	further,	inspired	by	installa1on	art,	by	crea1ng

illustra1ve	pieces	with	the	ac1ve	input	of	the	community	for	which	the	final	art	is	being
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created.	This	is	the	ac1ve	crea1on	of	knowledge	in	a	community	environment,

amemp1ng	to	shed	light	on	the	lives	of	ordinary	people	and	bringing	them	to	the	fore.

	

3.2.1	The	arts-informed	approach	and	portraiture3.2.1	The	arts-informed	approach	and	portraiture

	

The	central	purposes	of	arts-informed	research	are	to	enhance	understanding	of	

	the	human	condi1on	through	alterna1ve	(to	conven1onal)	processes	and	

	representa1onal	forms	of	inquiry,	and	to	reach	mul1ple	audiences	by	making	

scholarship	more	accessible.	The	methodology	infuses	the	languages,	processes,	and	

forms	of	literary,	visual,	and	performing	arts	with	the	expansive	possibili1es	of	

scholarly	inquiry	for	purposes	of	advancing	knowledge.	(Cole	&	Knowles,	2007,	p.	59)	

Developed	by	Ardra	Cole	and	J.	Gary	Knowles,	the	arts-informed	approach	is	designed	to

inform	qualita1ve	research	without	being	the	basis	for	research	–	instead,	the	arts	are

used	to	further	a	research	agenda	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2010).		It	allows	the	flexibility	to

be	paired	up	with	other	approaches	if	necessary,	as	in	the	case	of	this	research,	by

‘adop1ng’		elements	of	case	study,	auto/biography	and	ethnography,	and	employing	a

narra1ve	approach	to	visual	arts	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2010,	2008a).	

	

The	arts-informed	approach	relies	heavily	on	allowing	for	flexibility	and	for	‘serendipity

to	occur’	(Cole	and	Knowles,	2008b),	and	therefore	it	does	not	follow	set	precepts	or

protocols.	Instead,	it	relies	on	three	key	perspec1ves:	inspira1on	from	an	art	form,

collec1on	of	artworks	or	ar1st;	arwul	ways	of	working	with	this	art	form	and	bringing	it
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into	the	research	process;	and	arwul	representa1ons	that	may	broaden	the	intended

audience	of	the	research	results	beyond	the	scope	of	academic	circles	(Cole	and

Knowles,	2010).	

	

Baden	and	Wimpenny	(2014,	p.2)	cite	the	following	as	precepts	per1nent	to	all	arts-

related	methodologies:	

	

-	The	research	is	guided	by	a	moral	commitment	–	by	which	the	work	must	‘take

a	stand’	and	promote	the	personal	transforma1on	for	the	ar1st/researcher	and

the	viewer.

-	Knowledge	is	generated	through	the	work	–	there	is	no	clear	moment	to	when

or	where	knowledge	might	be	created:	during	the	crea1on	of	artwork,	or

through	what	the	work	evokes	in	a	viewer.	It	is	not	always	clear	during	the

research	process	when	or	how	knowledge	might	be	generated.		

-	Strong	focus	on	reflexivity:	by	nature,	the	presence	of	the	ar1st/researcher

must	be	self-evident,	and	again,	because	of	the	cri1cal	nature	of	art,	this

presence	interrogates	and	interrupts,	taking	a	cri1cal	stance	to	itself	and	the

world.	

-	Accessibility	as	a	focal	point,	as	it	is	available	to	wider	audiences	than	other

forms	of	research.	

-		Diverse	forms	of	quality	are	celebrated	and	brought	together:	art	must	support

the	research	goals,	whilst	also	holding	meaning	and	upholding	a	sense	of
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coherence	between	the	purpose	of	the	research	and	the	choice	of	approach.	

-		There	is	a	sense	of	authen1city:	work	and	research	must	be	intertwined,	so

there	is	a	sense	of	integrity.	This	is	its	most	important	aspect.		

Addi1onally,	the	arts-informed	approach	is	marked	by	a	number	of	elements	(Cole	and

Knowles,	2008a):	

-	The	commitment	to	an	art	form;

-	The	ra1onale	between	the	choice	of	art	form	and	the	research;

-	A	crea1ve	inquiry	process	that	does	not	confine	itself	to	rigid	guidelines	but

relies	on	common	sense	decision-making,	serendipity	and	an	engagement	with

events	as	they	happen;

-	The	reflexive	presence	of	the	researcher	throughout	the	text,	as	researcher-as-

ar1st,	without	this	being	the	focus	of	research;

-	An	explicit	inten1on	to	reach	communi1es	and	audiences	beyond	the	academy,

and		

-	A	central	engagement	of	the	audience	–	in	that	art	is	not	produced	for	its	own

sake,	but	rather	to	elicit	meaning-making	with	an	audience.	

In	this	sense,	much	of	the	analysis	of	the	research	is	done	also	through	storytelling

methods	that	bring	together	the	narra1ve	and	the	visual.	Gallagher	(2011)	draws	on	the

work	of	Hannah	Arendt	and	Bertold	Brecht	to	discuss	storytelling	as	method,	and
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posi1ons	it	as	a	cri1cal	prac1ce	and	a	place	to	begin	enquiry,	rather	than	as	a	place	to

‘semle	meanings’.	Similarly,	narra1ves	are	a	central	feature	of	portraiture	(Lawrence-

Lighwoot	and	Davis,	1997).

	

As	an	approach	stemming	from	phenomenology	and	ethnography,	Lawrence-Lighwoot

(1997,	p.xv)	describes	portraiture	as	“a	method	of	qualita1ve	research	that	blurs	the

boundaries	of	aesthe1cs	and	empiricism	in	an	effort	to	capture	the	complexity,

dynamics,	and	subtlety	of	human	experience	and	organiza1onal	life”.	Its	aim	is	to	create

an	interpre1ve	'portrait'	–a	narra1ve	one,	as	opposed	to	a	strictly	literal,	visual	portrait—

of	the	research	par1cipants	within	their	context	and	shaped	by	the	dialogue	and

interac1on	between	par1cipant	and	researchers.	Portraiture	emphasises	the	significance

of	the	interpre1ve	and	almost	fic1onal	nature	of	the	portraits,	acknowledging	the

impossibility	of	conduc1ng	research,	analysing	data	and	repor1ng	findings	without	a

degree	of	interpreta1on	that	goes	beyond	simply	showing	or	displaying	that	which	was

researched,	but	instead	constructs	and	communicates	meanings	through	the	crea1on	of

this	portrait.	Like	the	arts-informed	approach,	portraiture	seeks	to	communicate	beyond

the	inner	circles	of	academia	and	give	a	plaworm	to	the	voices	of	research	par1cipants.

The	narra1ves	that	portraiture	offers	are	historically	and	contextually	inscribed,	and

mediated	by	a	highly	visible	researcher	which	is	used	as	the	primordial	instrument	for

data	collec1on.	This	is	the	case	for	this	study:	although	child	par1cipants	made	drawings

and	books,	the	focus	was	not	on	these	crea1ons	but	in	their	process	and	the

conversa1ons	that	we	had	throughout	the	making	of	those	works.	Portraiture	recognises
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the	variety	of	stories	–	rejects	the	possibility	of	there	being	a	‘single	story’	to	tell	—	and

uses	this	knowledge	and	the	experience	of	the	research	and	the	par1cipants	to

construct	a	coherent	narra1ve.	In	this	variety	of	stories,	portraiture	also	seeks	to	find

universality	as	opposed	to	generalisability:	in	the	construc1on	of	deep,	specific,	relatable

portraits	grows	a	greater	possibility	for	iden1fica1on.	These	basic	traits	of	portraiture

provide	the	arts-informed	approach	with	a	sufficient	structural	framework	that	permits

it	enough	flexibility,	and	shares	the	same	ontological	and	epistemological	ethos	that

underpin	both	bricolage	and	the	arts-informed	approach.	

	

3.2.2	Jus1fying	the	approach3.2.2	Jus1fying	the	approach

Choosing	such	an	unorthodox	approach,	and	in	par1cular	the	not-too-popular	medium

of	comics,	has	not	come	without	ques1ons	or	resistance.	Indeed,	it	is	to	be	expected

that	veering	so	far	from	tradi1onal	academic	methods	and	research	designs	would	elicit

some	curiosity,	especially	with	regard	to	the	suitability	of	these	methods	both	for

analysis	and	for	subsequent	examina1on.	The	following	paragraphs	will	aim	to	jus1fy	the

decision	and	the	method	as	an	appropriate	one	for	this	par1cular	study.	The	choice	of

research	design	grew	from	the	convergence	of	personal	mo1va1ons	and	the	subject

being	researched,	and	I	feel	it	mirrors	greatly	different	aspects	of	the	discussion	on

literacy	prac1ces.	In	this	convergence,	it	became	clear	to	me	that	this	approach	would

be	the	most	suitable	for	both	myself	and	the	research	subject.	

	

Personally,	my	own	lack	of	academic	experience	prior	to	entering	the	MPhil/PhD
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programme	led	me	to	seek	approaches	that	would	allow	me	to	capitalize	on	my	own

strengths	as	a	researcher,	rather	than	focus	on	developing	an	en1rely	new	skillset	that

went	against	all	my	prior	knowledge	and	experience.	With	this	in	mind,	I	first	relied	on

the	concept	of	bricolage	in	order	to	jus1fy	developing	a	new	approach	instead	of

choosing	a	preconstructed	one.	This	would	enable	me	to	both	account	for	my	strengths

and	the	par1cular	needs	of	the	study,	and	it	has	the	added	benefit	of	allowing	me	to

adapt	to	the	ebbs	and	flows	of	the	research	process	without	having	to	restructure	the

approach.	Later	on,	the	discovery	of	the	arts-informed	approach,	which	also	allows	for

this	flexibility,	provided	ever	more	solid	bases	for	bringing	in	my	own	knowledge	into	the

research	process.	The	choice	of	comics	was	also	ini1ally	a	very	personal	one:	it	has

always	been	my	preferred	method	for	storytelling,	and	one	that	comes	very	naturally.	It

also	appeared	to	me	to	be	especially	well	suited,	since	both	the	subject	of	research	and

the	method	for	data	collec1on	rely	on	verbal	and	visual	methods.	Knowles	and

Promislow	(2008)	list	a	series	of	situa1ons	where	a	researcher	might	consider	it	suitable

to	choose	an	arts-inspired	methodology,	especially	given	the	amount	of	commitment

and	energy	that	such	a	form	of	inquiry	demands:	

It	may	be	appropriate	to	infuse	the	arts	into	researching	when:

1.	It	is	congruent	with	one’s	worldview,	an	acknowledgement	that	knowing

through	the	arts	is	more	than	mere	knowledge	about	the	arts;

2.	It	makes	inherent	sense	given	the	focus	and	substance	of	the	research;

3.	It	fits	one’s	ar1s1c	skills	and	exper1se;
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4.	There	is	an	obvious	poten1al	to	develop	excep1onal	insights	and	knowledge;

and

5.	It	presents	opportuni1es	to	reach	audiences	that	are	not	normally	very

accessible	to	academic	researchers	(p.	518)

All	of	these	condi1ons	are	met	in	the	case	of	this	study.	The	first	three	points	that	were

covered	above	–	my	ar1s1c	background,	my	ontological	perspec1ve,	and	the

rela1onship	between	the	topic	at	hand	and	the	arts.	Addi1onally,	I	believe	that	the

convergence	of	arts	and	academia	has	the	poten1al	to	expose	this	research	to	wider

audiences.	The	influences	from	portraiture	served	to	give	my	approach	a	sufficient

methodological	structure	that	made	shaping	and	construc1ng	of	the	narra1ves	more

coherent	and	systema1c,	yet	without	posing	a	threat	to	the	necessary	flexibility	and

room	for	serendipity	that	the	arts-informed	approach	calls	for.	

	

	The	fourth	point,	regarding	the	arts’	poten1al	to	develop	excep1onal	insights	and

knowledge,	is	supported	by	Sousanis	(2015)	in	his	book	Unflamening,	where	he

convincingly	argues	that,	in	comics,	the	duality	of	image	and	text	provides	more	vantage

points	for	analysis,	thus	leading	to	deeper	understandings.	The	use	of	an	alterna1ve

mode	of	communica1on	in	tandem	with	wrimen	words	enables	the	reader	to	engage	in	a

hermeneu1c	circle,	and	construct	and	reconstruct	meaning	as	they	go	from	one	to	the

other,	as	well	as	s1mula1ng	deeper	engagement.	This	also	entails	an	expansion	of	the

confines	of	reality,	as	the	medium	allows	for	ways	of	exploring	and	understanding	that
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Figure	2	-	Nick	Sousanis'	Unflamening	(Harvard	University	Press),	page	57
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Figure	2	-	Nick	Sousanis'	Unflamening	(Harvard	University	Press),	page	65
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would	not	be	possible	to	achieve	solely	through	the	wrimen	word	–	as	Sousanis	reminds

us,	the	medium	we	communicate	in	defines	what	we	can	see.	The	embodied	prac1ce	of

involving	arts	methods	in	the	analy1cal	process	creates	a	space	where	both	the

researcher	and	the	reader	can	go	further	in	their	thinking	and	genera1on	of

understandings.	This	is	not	to	say	that	it	is	impossible	for	narra1ves	based	on	print	text

to	engage	readers,	expand	the	confines	of	reality	or	be	thought-provoking	–	on	the

contrary,	this	is	evidently	not	the	case	as	print	text	narra1ves	can	defini1vely	achieve

this.	Indeed,	in	advoca1ng	for	the	deliteralisa1on	of	knowledge,	Eisner	(2008)	argues	for

the	arts	broadly	conceived,	differen1a1ng	between	what	is	descrip1ve	and	what	is

evoca1ve	–the	lamer	being	a	crucial	element	of	innova1on	and	knowing	that	Eisner	sees

as	pertaining	to	the	arts,	and	not	to	the	tradi1onal	proposi1onal	language	of	academia—

and	highligh1ng	how	narra1ve	prose	can	s1ll	be	evoca1ve	when	used	ar1s1cally.

However,	the	medium	itself	predisposes	a	way	of	thinking	about	the	subject	and	about

academic	research	–	it	lays	its	‘world’	and	what	is	permimed	within	its	boundaries.

Sousanis	likens	it	to	Abbom’s	novella	Flatland,	explaining	that	the	visual	element	adds

another	dimension	for	analysis	that	is	not	accessible	to	print	text.

	

An	arts	approach	introduces	more	analy1cal	lenses	to	entertain	the	variety	of	stories

that	emerge	from	the	research	than	would	a	purely	text-based	one,	and	it	enables	a

possibility	for	visually	exploring	the	subject	of	research,	entertaining	the	inclusion	of

emo1onal	as	well	as	cogni1ve	engagement.	An	exclusive	reliance	on	the	wrimen	word

creates	an	ar1ficial	constraint	on	the	limits	of	reality,	necessarily	allowing	only	one	way
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of	thinking	and	one	way	of	being	–	similar	to	the	argument	against	single	stories	or

single	methods	for	approaching	the	teaching	of	reading.	The	discussion	is	thus	not

limited	to	the	suitability	of	arts	for	research	–in	general	or	in	this	par1cular	case—,	but

on	the	limita1ons	that	certain	ways	of	knowing	may	impose	of	what	we	may	come	to

know,	just	due	to	the	very	limita1ons	of	the	medium	(see	figures	2	and	3).

	

Following	this,	Smith	et	al.	(2015)	discuss	the	importance	for	academia	to	engage	with

mul1ple	literacies,	something	which	is	onen	discussed	with	regard	to	schools	or	literacy

at	large	but	rarely	in	terms	of	academic	presenta1on	itself.	Visual	arts,	especially	in

comics,	rely	on	structured	rules	of	communica1on.	In	spite	of	common	assump1ons	that

visual	art	lacks	the	quali1es	that	would	give	it	the	status	of	a	‘language’	(modality,

meaning	and	grammar),	that	is	not	always	the	case.	Cohn		(2013)	explains	that	drawing

behaves	similarly	to	language,	relying	on	schemas	that	are	stored	in	memory	and

combined	for	expression	according	to	structural	rules.	The	possibility	of	arranging

images	narra1vely	within	a	structure	that	follows	specific	rules,	as	is	the	case	in	comics,

organizes	graphic	schemas	in	a	way	akin	to	grammar.	This	is	all	to	say	that	visual

narra1ve	has	its	own	forms	of	conveying	some	precision	of	meaning	that	enable	further

analysis	and	understanding.	

	

Of	course,	arts-informed	or	arts-based	prac1ces	in	research	carry	their	own	limita1ons.

Just	as	they	may	open	access	to	knowledge	to	some	readers,	others	will	inevitably	also

find	it	difficult	to	access	the	arts-informed	text	–although	that	could	well	be	said	about
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wrimen	knowledge.	Despite	Cohn’s	(2013)	schema1za1on	of	the	behaviour	of	the	visual

language	in	comics,	there	are	limits	to	the	precision	of	representa1on	(the

correspondence	between	sign	and	meaning)	that	can	be	achieved	through	nonliteral

forms.	Therefore,	there	is	a	wider	degree	of	ambiguity	and	more	interpre1ve	freedom

may	be	len	to	the	reader.	Eisner	(2008b)	remarks	that	the	arts	as	a	methodology	for

social	research	are	not	well-suited	for	genera1ng	‘hard’	conclusions,	as	rather	than	a	way

of	‘genera1ng	knowledge’,	they	are	a	way	of	‘knowing’,	con1nuously.	However,	I	would

contend	that	it	was	never	the	inten1on	of	this	work	to	seek	such	conclusions	or	reach	a

sense	of	finality,	and	instead	offer	an	explora1on	of	what	is	an	elusive	topic	that	merits

ever	more	amen1on	from	researchers.	Having	a	wider	variety	of	vantage	points	when

looking	at	how	children	nego1ate	their	sense	of	self,	belonging	and	cultural	iden11es

can	surely	only	be	a	posi1ve	thing,	and	that	is	what	I	would	like	to	offer	in	this	work.
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~3~

	

THE	RECEPTIONIST	LOOKED	AT	ME	LIKE	I	had	something	stuck	to	my	face.	She

eyed	me	up	and	down,	sighed,	and	asked	the	two	questions	that,	she	said,	would

determine	whether	or	not	I	would	get	to	show	my	book	to	the	editor:	‘have	you

got	a	mock-up	with	you’,	and	‘have	you	been	published	yet’.	Yes,	and	no.	She

sighed,	looked	at	me	again,	and	something	must	have	made	her	take	pity	on	me,

because	she	asked	to	see	the	book.	She	read	about	halfway	through,	looked	at	me

again,	and	asked	me	to	wait.	I	had	done	it;	unpublished	and	all,	it	was	at	least

promising	enough	for	the	receptionist	to	call	out	an	editor	from	Japan’s	biggest

publishing	house:	Kodansha.	He	was	a	big	man	with	long	hair	and	glasses,

dressed	in	a	suit,	who	did	not	look	much	like	he	felt	in	the	mood	to	be	bothered.

Still,	he	took	my	book	from	the	receptionist’s	hand	and	gestured	for	me	to	come

closer.	He	looked	through	it	slowly,	taking	his	time	on	each	page,	until	about	page

six.	He	stayed	there,	his	4ingertips	holding	the	corners	against	the	table,	and	I

remember	feeling	like	a	stuffed	animal	being	clenched	by	the	claw	machine	at	a

summer	fair.	Then	the	claw	let	go	and	I	fell	down	again	with	all	the	other	unlucky

captive	soft	toys.		“It’s	nice”,	he	said.	“The	story	is	good,	but	the	drawings	and

colour,	it’s	not	good	for	us,	it’s	not	Japanese.	Sorry.	Too	European.”

I	smiled,	picked	up	my	book,	and	walked	away.	The	receptionist	gave	me	a	half
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smile	and	wished	me	luck	for	next	time.	I	counted	my	small	victory	anyway,

because	having	an	editor	from	Kodansha	give	you	feedback	is	not	pennies.	It’s	at

least	a	tenner.	Later	that	day,	as	I	stood	at	the	Ravensburger	counter	waiting	for	yet

another	rejection,	I	shared	my	story	with	a	fellow	graduate	from	my	masters	who

was	also	making	the	rounds	and	trying	her	luck.	She	was	frustrated	at	having	been

told	by	Carlsen	Verlag,	two	booths	down,	that	her	book	was	‘too	British’,	because

British	publishers	told	her	earlier	that	it	was	‘too	continental’.	The	punchline	in

that	story	came	the	day	after,	as	another	friend	explained	why	she	refused	to	take

her	portfolio	around	that	year.	The	year	before,	German	publishers	had	said	her

watercolours	were	‘too	British’,	and	British	publishers	had	deemed	them	‘too

German’.	Interestingly,	she	recently	subbed	in	for	a	renowned	British	illustrator,

making	watercolour	illustrations	for	an	online	game.	We	wondered	then,	and

probably	still	now,	how	many	of	those	were	simply	polite	rejections,	being	told

something	random	by	way	of	explanation,	but	it	also	raised	the	question:	what

makes	an	illustration	‘too	British’?
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Because	of	the	complex	nature	of	the	research	design	and	the	research	subject	itself,

mul1ple,	layered	methods	were	used	for	data	collec1on.	The	study	employs

observa1ons,	semi-structured	and	conversa1onal	interviews,	drawings,	book	readings,

an	audit	of	a	sample	of	picturebooks	available	at	the	school,	and	a	book-making

workshop.	The	different	methods	combined	paint	a	complex	picture	of	the	place,	use

and	understanding	of	picturebooks	within	this	par1cular	school-world,	and	perhaps	also

of	how	the	children’s	literacy	prac1ces,	both	with	and	without	picturebooks,	become

ways	of	media1ng	their	sense	of	self	and	their	place	in	the	world.	The	following	sec1ons

outline	the	details	of	the	research	methods	employed	for	data	collec1on,	the	seang,

par1cipants	and	ethical	considera1ons.	

	

Data	collec1on	was	undertaken	at	Edgefield	Primary	School	through	observa1ons	and

unstructured	or	semi-structured	interviews	and	group	ac1vi1es.	Data	collec1on	with

par1cipants	was	organised	in	two	phases:	a	two-1ered	period	of	observa1on

(November-December	2014),	and	the	‘Main	Project’,	which	consisted	of	interviews,

picturebook	readings,	group	ac1vi1es,	and	the	crea1on	of	a	picturebook	with	each

par1cipant.	Addi1onally,	an	audit	of	a	sample	of	the	picturebook	provision	of	the	school

was	undertaken	alongside	the	first	stage	of	the	observa1ons.		

		

4.1	Seang	4.1	Seang	

Edgefield	was	a	local	maintained	school	in	Southeast	England,	which	served	about	400

children	from	a	wide	and	diverse	catchment	area.	The	school	prided	itself	in	the	great
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diversity	of	its	pupils	–	although	a	defini1ve	majority	was	white,	a	substan1al	number	of

children	were	from	different	ethnic	minority	backgrounds,	including	students	of	Black

African,	Caribbean,	La1n	American	and	Asian	descent,	among	others,	as	well	as	a	mix	of

different	white	Europeans.	The	staff	was	en1rely	white,	and	only	four	class	teachers

were	male.	The	school	had	been	recently	recognised	for	its	commitment	to	quality	arts

educa1on,	and	the	children’s	ar1s1c	work	decorated	the	corridors	and	classrooms.	Each

classroom	was	especially	decorated	and	given	its	own	iden1ty	by	choosing	the	name	of	a

country	at	the	beginning	of	each	year,	with	which	the	children	could	then	relate,	and

which	was	used	as	a	star1ng	point	to	introduce	global	topics,	geography	and	culture.	The

school	also	offered	Spanish	lessons	–	each	room	was	thoroughly	labelled	in	both	English

and	Spanish	—,	music	and	guitar	lessons,	a	well-equipped	and	staffed	SEN	provision	and

a	variety	of	aner-school	clubs.	It	was	considered	by	Ofsted	as	‘good’	(2012	and	2016),

and	informa1on	from	its	Ofsted	dashboard	showed	average	amainment	compared	to	the

na1onal	level	of	reading	at	Key	Stages	1	and	2	for	2013.	The	school	also	received	higher

numbers	than	the	na1onal	average	of	children	with	special	educa1onal	needs	and	38.6%

of	children	were	eligible	for	the	Depriva1on	Pupil	Premium	for	the	2014-2015	period

during	which	data	was	collected	(Pupil	premium:	2014	to	2015	alloca1ons	and

condi1ons	of	grant,	2015).	Every	week	the	school	held	a	Golden	Achievement	Assembly,

where	teachers	made	special	announcements	and	a	child	from	each	class	would	receive

a	recogni1on	and	a	small	award	(a	special	pencil,	for	example)	for	performing	well	in	one

of	different	categories	–	maths,	reading,	wri1ng,	and	other	achievements	such	as	helping

classmates,	being	good	at	sports	or	making	a	special	effort.	These	assemblies	were
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presided	directly	by	the	headteacher,	and	in	my	apprecia1on,	they	contributed	greatly	to

Edgefield’s	overall	warm	and	welcoming	atmosphere.	

	

Daily	schedules	were	similar	throughout	all	classes:	English	at	9,	Maths	at	11,	and	every

other	subject	–geography,	ICT,	Spanish,	art,	music,	etc.	—	aner	1pm,	with	rare

excep1ons.	Some	classes	also	did	a	‘quiet	reading	1me’	of	15	minutes	aner	lunch1me.

English	and	Maths	lessons	organised	children	by	ability,	although	with	care	to	never

explicitly	discuss	which	classes	or	which	children	had	a	higher	or	lower	level.	In	any	case,

the	use	of	Reading	Scheme	books,	which	are	numbered	by	level,	would	have	given	that

away	to	any	amen1ve	observer.	Different	schemes	of	Oxford	Reading	Tree	populated	the

bookcases	throughout	the	school	and	were	used	most	with	students,	although	Bug	Club

was	also	used	in	classrooms	and	to	some	extent	as	a	distance	learning	tool	to	be	used

from	home.	The	use	of	these	schemes	illustrates	the	importance	that	was	placed	on

phonics	in	learning	to	read.	The	school	was	organised	with	two	classes	per	year	group,

and	although	in	Recep1on	and	Key	Stage	1	most	year	groups	would	only	reorganise	the

children	within	the	same	year	group,	in	some	special	cases	an	older	child	with	an

especially	low	ability	would	be	placed	in	a	younger	group.	In	Key	Stage	2,	the

reorganisa1on	was	done	with	four	classes	instead	of	two:	Years	3	and	4,	and	Years	5	and

6.	A	few	children	from	Year	5	amended	English	lessons	with	Year	3,	which	was	explained

as	uncommon.	

	

The	school	had	a	sizeable	provision	of	books,	most	of	which	was	available	to	most
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children	at	all	1mes.	Most	classrooms	also	had	book	corners,	available	only	to	the

children	in	that	class,	although	it	was	not	always	clear	how	they	were	available.	For

example,	the	class	observed	in	Year	2	had	a	good	number	of	quality	picturebooks	in

impressively	good	condi1on,	but	these	were	the	private	collec1on	of	their	teacher	and

were	kept	in	the	top	drawer	of	a	filing	cabinet	that	locked	with	a	limle	key.	Considering	I

had	to	lin	my	arms	to	browse	through	this	1ghtly	packed	collec1on,	it	is	unlikely	the

children	did	that	much	themselves.	The	Year	3	class	observed,	however,	had	a	small	shelf

with	a	variety	of	books,	mostly	chapter	books	and	reference	books,	but	also	some

picturebooks,	most	of	which	were	generally	used	during	quiet	reading	1me.	As	part	of

their	literacy	learning,	the	children	were	expected	to	advance	through	the	Reading

Scheme,	eventually	becoming	‘free’	or	independent	readers.	Although	some	teachers

openly	encouraged	the	children	to	read	whatever	they	wanted,	others	enforced	the	use

of	the	Reading	Scheme	over	using	any	other	books,	and	therefore	some	children	had

limle	access	to	books	outside	the	scheme	un1l	becoming	free	readers.	For	some,	this

could	come	as	late	as	Year	3,	by	which	1me	certain	types	of	books	(such	as

picturebooks),	might	be	considered	too	‘childish’,	‘babyish’	or	not	challenging	enough,

precisely	because	of	the	social	construc1on	of	this	type	of	book	as	being	for	younger	or

inexperienced	readers.	

	

Most	of	the	picturebooks	available	were	in	the	Key	Stage	2	corridor,	displayed	in	plas1c

boxes	that	sat	on	metal	shelves	against	the	walls	of	the	Year	3	classrooms.	Although	the

boxes	were	labelled	presumably	to	organise	the	books	alphabe1cally,	they	were	in	a
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permanent	state	of	disarray,	with	books	constantly	disappearing	and	reappearing	in

other	boxes.	Beyond	this,	every	other	shelf	in	Key	Stage	2	was	packed	full	of	reference

books,	a	sizeable	collec1on	of	non-fic1on,	chapter	books	and	other	non-illustrated

fic1on.		The	hallway	that	connected	the	main	recep1on	area	with	the	Key	Stage	2

corridor	also	boasted	boxes	with	picturebooks,	most	of	which	were	also	available	on	the

Year	3	shelves.	Most	other	reading	materials	available	around	the	Year	3	area	were

Reading	Scheme	books,	along	with	a	few	non-fic1on	numbers.	Along	the	hallway	of	Key

Stage	1	and	Recep1on,	the	overwhelming	majority	of	books	available	to	children	at	any

1me	were	Reading	Scheme	books,	and	they	are	encouraged	to	read	from	these.	Outside

of	Year	2	were	a	few	boxes	with	picturebooks	and	non-fic1on	books	categorised	under

different	labels:	‘books	to	share’,	‘books	for	children	to	read	alone’	and	‘books	for

children	to	read	to	you’.	It	is	however	unlikely	that	these	stayed	organized	for	long,	as

the	children	rou1nely	picked	them	up	and	put	them	back	into	any	box	they	thought

suitable.	Another	place	where	children	could	access	picturebooks	freely	were	a	small

cart	called	the	Lunch1me	Reading	cart,	which	I	found	by	chance	tucked	away	in	a	lonely

corridor	next	to	the	music	room,	and	in	the	Infant	library	by	the	end	of	the	dining	hall.

None	of	the	picturebooks	were	organised	in	any	discernible	way,	and	could	be	grabbed

from	one	area	of	the	school	and	put	away	in	another.	The	school	did	not	have	a	librarian

on	staff.	

	

Most	classrooms	in	the	school	followed	similar	arrays,	and	the	Years	2	and	3	classrooms

were	very	similar	in	their	heavy	decora1ons	and	arrangement	of	tables.	The	children	sat
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in	‘pods’,	labelled	according	to	the	theme	of	their	classroom.	Children	had	regular	seats,

thus	belonging	to	a	specific	table	–	something	useful	for	scoring	‘table	points’.

Classrooms	were	fimed	with	a	whiteboard	and	a	smartboard,	a	video	beam,	iPads	and

numerous	other	teaching	equipment,	such	as	small	portable	whiteboards,	markers,

coloured	pens,	papers,	workbooks,	notebooks	and	countless	others.

		

4.2	Observa1on4.2	Observa1on

The	observa1ons	sought	to	probe	into	the	background	and	context	for	the	literary

interac1ons	and	responses	that	were	examined	further	along	the	data	collec1on,	as	well

as	an	understanding	of	the	physical	and	cultural	spaces	in	Edgefield.		Developing	an

understanding	of	the	context	and	how	the	par1cipants	move	within	it	is	crucial	to

interpre1ng	their	experiences,	and	also	provides	an	insight	into	their	perspec1ves	and

percep1ons	of	reality	(Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis,	1997).	Hernández	Sampieri,

Fernández	Collado	and	Bap1sta	Lucio	(2010)	outline	the	following	as	the	purpose	of

observa1on	in	qualita1ve	research:	

	

1.	To	explore	environments,	contexts,	subcultures	and	most	aspects	of	social

life

2.	To	describe	communi1es,	contexts	or	environments,	the	ac1vi1es	that	take

place	within	them,	the	people	that	par1cipate	and	their	meanings

3.	To	understand	processes,	links	between	individuals	and	their	circumstances,

events	throughout	1me,	pamerns,	and	social	and	cultural	contexts	in	which
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human	experiences	occur

4.	To	iden1fy	problems

5.	To	generate	hypotheses	for	future	studies

The	observa1ons	were	unstructured,	thus	opera1ng	under	the	agenda	of	the

par1cipants	and	allowing	for	key	issues	to	emerge	(Cohen,	Manion	and	Morrison,	2008).

Unstructured	observa1ons	have	been	characterized	as	holis1c,	conducted	from	the

researcher’s	own	socio-culturally	constructed	values	and	dependent	upon	life	history

(Jones	and	Somekh,	2005).	Hernández	Sampieri	et	al.	(2010)	describe	the	ini1al	process

of	observa1on	as	immersive,	as	the	researcher	first	gathers	broad	data	on	the	general

environment,	proceedings,	interac1ons,	and	anything	that	appears	per1nent	to	record.

Then	as	the	observa1on	moves	forward,	the	focus	narrows,	and	the	researcher	develops

an	idea	of	which	elements,	situa1ons	and	events	are	to	be	recorded	and	which	can	be

set	aside.	

	

During	these	processes,	my	role	may	be	characterised	as	that	of	an	‘observer-as-

par1cipant’	(Cohen	et	al.,	2008),	as	the	par1cipants	were	aware	of	my	role	as	researcher,

but	I	had	not	become	a	member	of	the	group.	Somekh	(2005),	in	discussing	the

rela1onship	that	is	to	be	developed	with	par1cipants	and	how	to	present	the	researcher,

notes	the	importance	of	prac1cal	decisions.	One	of	these	was	insis1ng	that	the	teachers

refer	to	me	as	‘Andrea’	in	front	of	the	children,	rather	than	‘Miss	Ramos’,	which	ini1ally

confused	some	teachers.	I	made	a	point	of	siang	at	the	children’s	tables	and	following
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their	conversa1ons,	the	interests	they	took	and	the	moments	when	they	stopped	me	for

random	chats	and	occasional	games	in	the	hallways.	This	was	because	my	intent	was	to

minimise	the	distance	and	posi1on	of	power	afforded	by	the	age	difference.	In

conversa1ons	with	fellow	PhD	students	observing	in	primary	schools,	a	significant	point

of	discussion	was	the	dress	code:	the	dilemma	of	jeans	being	too	unprofessional	to	wear,

but	also	poten1ally	crea1ng	a	visual	and	cultural	separa1on	between	the	researcher	and

the	teachers.	

	

The	observa1on	period	was	divided	into	two	stages:		

Stage	1	(Nov	10th	to	Nov	25th,	2014	–	32	hours)

Aims	

-	To	familiarise	the	researcher	with	an	English	primary	school,	the	literacy

prac1ces	therein,	expecta1ons	for	children	and	the	school	environment.	

-	To	familiarise	the	children	and	staff	in	this	school	with	the	researcher.	

-	To	ascertain	the	cultural	representa1on	available	in	the	main	picturebook

provision	at	the	school.

Objec1ves

-	To	carry	out	par1cipant	and	naturalis1c	observa1ons	of	prac1ces	in	different

classrooms	of	one	English	primary	school	at	different	1mes	and	in	different

lessons.

-	To	audit	a	sample	of	the	picturebook	provision	at	the	school.
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Stage	2	(Dec	1st	to	Feb	13th	2014	–	8	hours	with	Y2/	6	hours	with	Y3)	

Aims	

-	To	ascertain	what	can	be	considered	‘data’	for	the	purposes	of	research

-	To	evaluate	the	children’s	reading	prac1ces	and	their	book	interac1ons	

-	To	obtain	informa1on	that	directs	the	design	of	subsequent	study

Objec1ves	

-	To	carry	out	par1cipant	observa1ons	and	unstructured	or	semi-structured

interviews	with	child	par1cipants	about	their	reading	prac1ces.	

		

4.3	Main	Project	(February	10th	to	July	24th	2015)4.3	Main	Project	(February	10th	to	July	24th	2015)

The	main	project	had	a	mul1-layered	approach	to	picturebooks	that	involved	class

readings,	individual	and	group	interviews,	drawing	and	picturebook-making.	These

varied	tools	of	data	collec1on	had	as	purpose	to	employ	as	many	perspec1ves	of	the

picturebook	as	possible,	including	adop1ng	the	role	of	author	and	book-maker,	as

opposed	to	staying	solely	on	the	end	of	the	reader	and	re-interpreter	of	a	fixed	set	of

images.	The	mul1-layered	approach	consisted	of	three	layers:	a	conven1onal	or

tradi1onal	layer,	a	pedagogic	layer,	and	an	arts/interpre1ve	layer.	

	

The	conven1onal	layer	consisted	of	tradi1onal	methods	of	research,	such	as	interviews,

class	readings,	observa1ons	and	making	drawings.	These	methods	provided	a	closer	look

at	the	par1cipants’	rela1onship	with	literacy	prac1ces	and	books,	the	culture

surrounding	literacy	and	diversity	at	Edgefield,	and	they	also	elicited	deeper	responses
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and	discussions	in	small	group	seangs.	Interviews	were	unstructured	and

conversa1onal,	relying	on	indirect	and	open	ques1ons	to	s1mulate	longer	responses.

These	types	of	ques1ons	may	provide	more	accurate	informa1on	about	what	is	asked,

and	carry	a	smaller	risk	of	making	the	respondent	cau1ous	or	defensive	than	do	closed

or	direct	ques1ons	(Cohen,	Manion	and	Morrison,	2008).	The	unstructured	nature	of	the

interviews	also	allowed	for	ques1ons	to	emerge	from	the	par1cipants’	answers,	and

instead	of	strictly	following	a	rigid	schedule,	it	used	it	as	a	guide	to	explore	subjects.

When	discussing	picturebooks,	ques1ons	were	aimed	to	invite	thought	and	engagement,

phrased	in	a		“tell	me	about…”	or	“what	do	you	think…”	type	of	structure	(Coulthard,

2003).	Group	interviews	were	intended	to	provide	a	safe	environment	in	which

par1cipants	could	discuss	amongst	themselves	(Hunleth,	2011;	Tisdall,	Davis	and

Gallagher,	2008),	and	with	the	hope	that	the	group	environment	and	differing	opinions

might	have	led	to	deeper	discussions	around	the	books	and	the	ques1ons	being	asked

(Arizpe	and	Styles,	2003).	Gatekeepers,	such	as	class	teachers	and	the	school

headteacher,	were	also	interviewed	to	provide	context	about	how	children’s	books	were

mediated	in	the	school	and	how	diversity	both	amongst	the	children	and	within	the

picturebook	offer	were	handled	and	regarded	within	the	school.	

	

The	pedagogic	layer	of	the	approach	involved	providing	the	children	with	the	tools	to

create	a	picturebook.	As	creators	and	storytellers,	children	were	given	the	opportunity

to	explore	their	role	in	the	story,	both	as	central	characters	and	as	narrators.	Crea1ng	a

picturebook	would	give	the	par1cipants	a	chance	to	own	the	medium	in	their	own	ways,
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and	thus	create	themselves	their	own	self-representa1ons	and	stories	of	their	own

iden11es	as	they	would	within	the	construct	of	a	‘book’,	which	may	be	perceived

different	from	crea1ng	family	pictures	or	wri1ng	a	school	story.	During	the	observa1on

stages,	children	expressed	on	different	occasions	the	importance	of	reading	books	as

associated	with	learning,	and	thus	it	was	of	interest	to	this	study	to	give	children	the

opportunity	to	place	themselves	and	their	stories	within	an	artefact	that	they	associate

with	learning.	Giving	children	access	to	the	medium	in	order	to	tell	their	own	stories	and

represent	themselves	according	to	their	own	parameters	also	places	a	higher

importance	on	their	own	voices	(Cai,	2003;	Harris,	2003;	Hidalgo,	2015)	rather	than

necessarily	on	how	the	voices	of	others	(adult	authors	and	illustrators)	are	being	heard.	

	

The	appropria1on	of	the	medium	and	the	opportunity	to	tell	their	own	stories	also	shed

some	light	on	the	children’s	own	authen1c	life	experience.	Using	autobiographical

comics	as	example,	El	Refaie	(2010)	describes	the	onen	contextual	nature	of

authen1city,	as	it	is	‘regarded	as	deeply	embedded	in	the	understanding	of	the	nature	of

reality	and	the	cultural	prac1ces	of	visual	representa1on’	(p.	162).	In	this	sense,	any	self-

representa1on	has	a	degree	of	authen1city	in	some	respect	–	either	to	their	experience

of	themselves,	of	the	world,	or	the	way	they	have	processed	these	experiences.	Somers

(1994)	and	King	(2008)	argue	as	well,	in	different	ways,	of	the	storied	nature	of	iden1ty,

inscribed	as	it	is	within	narra1ves,	the	intricate	rela1onships	between	the	different

aspects	that	make	a	person	but	also	the	different	cultural	stories	that	contribute	to	our

own	story.	The	process	of	crea1ng	a	story	in	which	they	are	their	own	main	character,
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and	how	they	then	relate	to	that	product,	was	the	interest	of	this	project,	and	not	the

final	product	on	its	own.	For	this	reason,	I	chose	not	to	include	images	from	the	final	art

that	the	children	created,	although	images	from	the	storyboards	are	used	as	part	of

analysing	their	process.	Picturebook-making	can	help	to	examine	the	shining	iden11es

of	children	as	they	navigate	different	roles	(Kuby	and	Vaughn,	2015),	and	has	been

described	as	a	mo1vated	and	empowering	experience	for	young	children	exploring	their

rela1onship	with	books	and	reading	(Brewster,	1997).

	

Finally,	the	arts/interpre1ve	layer	of	the	main	project	involved	my	own	analysis	and

interpreta1on	as	illustrator/researcher.	I	have	named	it	an	‘arts/interpre1ve’	layer

because	it	seeks	to	interpret	and	analyse	data	through	arts-informed	methods	–	i.e.,

through	visual	narra1ves.	This	layer	was	deliberately	less	readily	structured	and

formulated	prior	to	the	collec1on	of	the	data,	and	instead	it	evolved	naturally	from	the

lengthy	process	of	data	collec1on	and	analysis	to	take	its	shape	from	developments	that

occurred	in	the	other	layers.		

	

	

The	flexible	nature	of	the	main	project	permimed	an	organisa1onal	structure	that

adapted	itself	to	the	challenges	encountered	in	the	field	during	data	collec1on.	In	this

sense,	although	ac1vi1es	were	planned	in	advance	with	specific	outcomes	in	mind,	they

were	able	to	become	adapted,	scrapped	or	redesigned	in	order	to	fit	with	new

informa1on,	direc1ons	or	needs.	Each	exercise	had	a	specific	func1on	and	ra1onale	to	it,
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and	contributed	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	par1cipants,	their	rela1onships	with

picturebooks,	the	context	in	which	their	interac1ons	with	the	books	happened,	and	the

role	the	books	played	in	the	par1cipants’	perspec1ves	on	culture	and	iden1ty.	

	

The	books	used	for	these	exercises	were	personally	chosen	for	their	depic1ons	of

different	races	and	ethnici1es.	I	looked	up	reviews,	profiles	on	writers	and	illustrators,

and	carefully	considered	each	book	before	deciding	to	include	it	in	the	study.	Some

books,	such	as	Big	Red	Lollipop	and	those	authored	by	A1nuke,	were	specifically	sought

aner	online,	aner	finding	raving	reviews	of	them	in	terms	of	artwork,	story	and	depic1on

of	people	of	colour	that	pointed	me	in	their	direc1on.	The	teachers	also	got	a	say	in

terms	of	the	books	selected	for	reading	to	the	whole	class,	based	on	how	age

appropriate	they	perceived	them	to	be.		Ini1ally,	there	had	been	an	intent	to	briefly

survey	these	picturebooks	by	using	Nikolajeva	and	Scom’s	(2001)	parameters	for	the

analysis	of	picturebook	iconotext.	However,	this	idea	was	ul1mately	scrapped,	along

with	other	book-centric	approaches	which	may	have	eschewed	the	children’s	personal

narra1ves	and	interpreta1ons	gained	by	this	study.	

	

Making	drawings	of	ourselves	(Average	session	1me:	28	mins)

This	ac1vity	was	done	as	an	avenue	for	individual	interviews	which	children,	during

which	we	talked	about	our	families,	where	we	were	from	and	what	we	were	like.	It	also

revealed	things	about	which	elements	the	children	considered	important	in	drawing

themselves:	including	their	families	or	not,	how	they	carried	out	the	ac1vity,	the	colours
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they	chose,	and	the	way	in	which	they	represented	themselves.	Also	important,	of

course,	were	the	conversa1ons	that	were	had	in	the	mean1me.	The	drawings	also	were

interes1ng	when	juxtaposed	with	the	drawings	they	would	later	make	when	designing	a

character	based	on	themselves	that	was	to	be	included	in	their	book.	

One	child,	Chelsea,	did	not	do	this	ac1vity	due	to	a	delay	in	obtaining	consent	from	her

parents.	

	

Teacher	readings	of	picturebooks	in	the	classroom	(three	sessions	in	each	classroom,

each	las1ng	~20	minutes;	~120	minutes	altogether)

The	teachers	were	given	a	preselected	picturebook	in	advance,	which	they	were	to	read

to	their	class.	They	were	also	given	a	short	list	of	ques1ons	rela1ng	to	the	book	that	they

were	to	ask	throughout	the	reading.	This	ac1vity	served	to	contextualise	the	children’s

responses,	and	talk	about	the	way	in	which	picturebooks	were	used	in	the	classroom,	as

well	as	observing	the	general	aatude	of	the	classes	to	the	picturebooks.	The	readings

were	carried	out	throughout	the	six	months	of	dura1on	of	the	main	project.	

	

The	picturebooks	read	for	this	exercise	were:

-	Lauren	Child,	The	New	Small	Person.	Published	2014	by	Puffin	(UK)	(Y2)

-	Simon	James,	Leon	&	Bob.	Published	2008	by	Walker	Books	(UK)	(Y3)

-	Rukhsana	Khan	and	Sophie	Blackall,	Big	Red	Lollipop.	Published	2010	by

Penguin	Group	(US)	(Y2/3)

-	Irena	Kobald	and	Freya	Blackwood,	My	Two	Blankets.	Published	2014	by	Limle
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Hare	Publishing	(Australia)	(Y3)

-	A1nuke	and	Lauren	Tobia,	Anna	Hibiscus’	Song.	Published	2012	by	Walker

Books	(UK)	(Y3)

Group	discussion	of	a	picturebook:	The	New	Small	Person	with	Year	2	and	Leon	and	Bob

with	Year	3	(30	minute	sessions)

This	was	carried	out	aner	these	books	had	already	been	read	in	the	classroom	with	the

teacher.	The	purpose	was	to	examine	the	children’s	understandings	of	the	characters

and	situa1ons	in	the	books,	and	to	mo1vate	discussions	within	the	group	without	the

structured	ques1oning	that	had	been	given	to	the	teacher.	It	also	served	to	see	how	the

children	related	to	a	book	aner	it	had	been	introduced	by	the	teacher,	in	par1cular	for

Sydney,	who	had	rejected	The	New	Small	Person	prior	to	the	teacher’s	reading.	

A	book	ranking	exercise	(average	session	1me	~18	minutes)	

This	was	a	brief	exercise	during	which	the	children	were	asked	to	judge	books	by	their

covers:	looking	at	a	selec1on	of	seven	books,	they	were	asked	to	rank	them	from	the

one	to	which	they	felt	most	amracted	to	read	the	most,	to	the	one	they	in	which	felt	the

least	interested.	In	this	way,	I	could	probe	their	selec1on	processes,	which	elements	they

considered	important	when	choosing	one	book	above	others	and	which	factors	came

into	play	in	their	reasoning	of	what	made	a	book	appealing.	At	the	end	of	the	ac1vity,

before	returning	to	their	classrooms,	the	children	were	asked	to	organise	the	books

according	to	how	they	felt	a	par1cular	classmate	would	want	to	read	them,	and	explain



153

why	they	made	the	choices	they	made.	This	illuminated	not	simply	their	subjec1ve

knowledge	of	their	classmate	or	their	experience	of	them,	but	also	how	they	perceived

them	to	be	and	how	they	perceived	they	would	make	choices.	The	exercise	was	also	a

window	to	talking	one	on	one	about	race	and	representa1on	in	picturebooks,	and	their

feelings	towards	it.	

	

The	books	used	during	this	exercise	were:	

-	Lauren	Child,	The	New	Small	Person.	Published	2014	by	Puffin	(UK)	

-	A1nuke	and	Lauren	Tobia,	Anna	Hibiscus’	Song.	Published	2012	by	Walker

Books	(UK)	

-	Michael	Rosen	and	Bob	Graham,	This	Is	Our	House.	Published	2005	(originally

1996)	by	Walker	Books	(UK)

-	Birgima	Sif,	Oliver.	Published	2012	by	Candlewick	Press	(UK)

-	Jenni	Desmond,	Red	Cat	Blue	Cat.	Published	2012	by	Blue	Apple	Books	(UK)

-	Lauren	Child,	Slightly	Invisible.	Published	2011	by	Orchard	Books	(UK)

Character	design	sessions	(one	session	with	each	class	group,	~50	minutes	each)

Making	a	character	which	would	go	on	to	be	part	of	a	storybook	was	different	from

simply	making	a	drawing	with	no	further	progress	or	implica1on.	This	exercise,	then,

contrasted	with	the	previous	one	of	drawing	oneself.	It	was	also	an	entry	for	discussing

the	picturebook	project	in	itself,	and	for	me	to	subjec1vely	evaluate	whether	or	not	I

perceived	them	to	be	capable	to	con1nue	with	crea1ng	a	picturebook.	The	session	was
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proposed	by	the	children’s	art	teacher,	who	did	not	believe	all	six	par1cipants	would	be

able	to	construct	a	story.	

	

Making	a	picturebook	(~5	hours	across	seven	weekly	sessions	with	Year	2;	~5	hours

across	six	weekly	sessions	with	Year	3)

In	order	to	observe	children	as	creators	of	stories	rather	than	just	co-creators	in	their

role	as	readers,	I	designed	a	picturebook-making	workshop.	This	exercise	allowed	me	to

observe	how	children	made	choices	in	characterisa1on,	world-building	and	storytelling,

as	well	as	their	interac1ons	with	one	another	as	their	stories	developed.	The	nature	of

the	exercise	also	allowed	them	to	discuss	more	personal	things	whilst	engaged	in	the

ac1vity.	

	

This	exercise	took	place	over	seven	weeks	for	the	year	2	group,	and	seven	weeks	for	the

year	3	group.	It	consisted	of	a	two-1ered	project,	in	which	we	first	made	a	storyboard,

which	was	then	used	as	a	guide	to	make	larger	illustra1ons	which	were	placed	into	a

hand-sewn	dummy	book.	For	the	project,	I	brought	A3	paper	from	a	large	sketchbook,

on	which	I	had	drawn	five	boxes,	each	with	two	lines	underneath.	In	one	of	the	sheets,	I

drew	a	storyboard	for	a	ten-page	story	of	my	own,	in	order	to	show	the	children	what	I

expected	them	to	do	with	the	sheets.	Each	of	the	five	boxes	represented	two	pages:	one

for	text	and	one	for	an	illustra1on.	I	also	craned	a	dummy	of	that	same	story,	in	order	to

show	them	what	the	final	product	would	look	like.	This	structured	and	scaffolded

approach	was	suggested	by	their	art	teacher,	who	suggested	that	the	more	structure
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they	were	given,	the	more	they	would	be	able	to	create	a	story.	Indeed,	the	structure

was	a	helpful	star1ng	point,	even	if	the	children	would	then	go	on	to	modify	it	at	will.	

	

Data	from	the	main	project	was	recorded	in	audio	tapes	made	with	my	phone	and	by

handwrimen	notes	in	research	diaries.	When	they	inquired	about	either	of	these,	I

explained	to	them	that	I	needed	to	be	able	to	remember	what	we	talked	about	and	what

had	happened	during	our	encounters.	Children	would	occasionally	become	distracted	by

the	phone	recording	and	shout	random	words	or	gibberish,	speak	very	loudly	directly

into	it,	or	ask	to	use	the	camera	(all	photos	they	took	of	themselves	were	promptly

deleted).	Prior	to	turning	on	the	phone’s	recording	applica1on	or	wri1ng	down

informa1on,	the	children	were	asked	for	verbal	assent.	Consent	was	sought	and

obtained	(for	most	children)	for	audio-visual	recordings,	although	this	was	ul1mately

discarded	in	favour	of	audio	recordings.	Ini1ally,	this	was	for	fear	of	it	being	too	great	a

distrac1on	for	the	children,	especially	given	my	inexperience	as	a	researcher,	but

ul1mately	it	also	narrowed	down	the	focus	and	amount	of	data	obtained,	and	its

absence	did	not	have	a	nega1ve	impact	upon	data	analysis.	The	addi1on	of	visual	images

to	the	data	collec1on	could	have	overcomplicated	the	process	of	analysis,	adding	layers

of	visual	analysis	and	undermining	the	researcher’s	own	experiences	of	having	been	in

the	process	of	construc1ng	data	with	the	par1cipant,	in	the	way	that	Clough	(2002)

describes.	The	audio-only	recordings	allow	for	the	visual	layer	of	data	collec1on	to

remain	faithful	of	my	experience	of	research	and	of	the	children	as	par1cipants,	and

therefore	leans	more	towards	a	sense	of	authen1city	than	towards	one	of	absolute



156

accuracy.	

4.4	Par1cipants	and	recruitment	strategies4.4	Par1cipants	and	recruitment	strategies

The	study	involved	six	children	divided	into	two	sets	of	three,	one	from	a	Year	2	class	(Sri

Lanka	Class)	and	one	from	a	Year	3	class	(India	Class).	Par1cipants	were	selected	with	a

view	to	having	a	rich	mix	of	ethnici1es	and	backgrounds.	The	last	par1cipant	selected	in

Year	3	was	a	late	addi1on	and	an	opportunis1c	decision,	as	he	is	a	rela1ve	to	a	member

of	my	supervisory	panel.	I	was	curious	about	including	him,	partly	because	I	had	heard

that	he	did	indeed	no1ce	racial	difference	and	was	capable	of	poin1ng	it	out.

Addi1onally,	his	family	rela1on	suggested	he	might	have	had	a	rela1onship	to	drawing

different	from	other	par1cipants,	as	for	him	it	was	part	of	a	family	prac1ce,	which

furthered	my	curiosity	to	include	him	as	a	par1cipant.	All	other	par1cipants	were

recruited	aner	discussing	with	their	teachers	and	immediately	following	the	ini1al	period

of	observa1on.		

	

Although	during	the	course	of	data	collec1on	I	named	the	children	myself	in	an	amempt

to	preserve	their	own	professed	origins,	this	spoke	more	to	my	percep1on	of	them	and

my	construc1on	of	them	as	children	and	as	characters	than	to	their	own	sense	of	self.

Arguably,	the	only	names	that	would	ring	more	true	to	their	own	sense	of	iden1ty	would

be	their	own,	but	in	the	end,	the	children	chose	their	own	pseudonyms	during	our	final

session	together.	The	subject	of	par1cipant	names	is	discussed	with	some	more	depth	in

the	ethics	sec1on.
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Regarding	their	gender	and	cultural	iden1fica1on,	they	are	wrimen	as	'female'	or	'male'

and	with	the	demonyms	they	themselves	claimed	as	'where	they	are	from'.	However,

these	categories	of	course	proved	to	be	slightly	more	complicated	than	a	mere	box-

1cking	exercise,	as	is	explored	later	through	data	analysis.	

Year	2	group

	

Sydney	(6/7,	F,	Venezuelan-Italian,	self-iden1fied	as	Italian):	Sydney	and	I	were

introduced	purposefully	by	her	teacher,	aner	she	found	out	my	na1onality.	Her	mother

was	also	Venezuelan,	and	the	teacher	thought	that	might	give	us	an	opportunity	to

bond.	Sydney	would	greet	me	with	a	hug	at	each	interac1on	and	hold	my	hand	to	and

from	the	sites	of	the	ac1vi1es,	occasionally	sharing	some	words	in	Spanish,	family	stories

and	memories	from	a	trip	to	Caracas.	She	was	six	at	the	beginning	of	the	study,	and	her

teacher	was	ini1ally	reluctant	to	allow	me	to	work	closer	with	her	because	she	was

having	trouble	reaching	the	expected	literacy	level.	She	was	born	in	Italy,	which

appeared	to	be	quite	significant	for	her	sense	of	self	–	she	would	blurt	this	out	at

different	sessions	and	proceed	to	share	her	knowledge	of	Italian	language	and	culture.

Her	favourite	stories	were	Disney	princess	stories,	par1cularly	Snow	White,	who	she

found	to	be	especially	admirable	for	being	kind	and	helpful.	

	

Sam	Smith	(6/7,	M,	English):		although	he	was	considered	by	his	teachers	as	a

par1cularly	struggling	reader,	they	themselves	suggested	him	for	par1cipa1on.	He	was	a

middle	child	of	black	Caribbean	and	white	English	descent,	and	he	described	a	large
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family.	Sam	was	very	athle1c	and	spent	much	of	his	1me	playing	football,	and	he

especially	seemed	to	enjoy	books	about	football	and	dinosaurs.		His	teachers	repeatedly

expressed	a	deep	concern	and	frustra1on	about	his	very	limited	ability	decoding	print,

although	he	was	certainly	very	engaged	and	interested	in	stories,	and	thrived	with

wordless	stories	where	he	had	the	freedom	to	focus	on	the	illustra1ons.	

	

Chelsea	(7,	F,	Polish-English,	iden1fied	as	English):	Chelsea	was	selected	by	her	teacher

for	being	Polish-English.	She	spoke	about	her	Polish	ancestry	in	a	less	forthcoming	and

excited	way	than	Sydney,	but	always	warmly	and	rela1ng	it	directly	to	her	mother	and

her	aunt.	Chelsea	was	presented	to	me	as	one	of	the	best	readers	in	her	class,	and	she

was	always	excited	about	ac1vi1es	involving	reading	and	arts.

Year	3	group	

Naomi	(7/8,	F,	Mexican-born	of	English	and	Swiss	parents):	The	very	first	words	she	said

to	me	were	the	result	of	her	hearing	me	speak	Spanish,	and	they	were	‘I'm	from	Mexico’.

She	self-described	as	Mexican,	a	proficient	reader	and	a	chamerbox.	Naomi	was	born	in

Mexico	and	constantly	found	ways	to	bring	into	every	discussion	something	about

Mexico	–	Mexican	tradi1ons,	dress,	geography	and	even	the	occasional	poli1cal	issue.

She	was	very	ar1culate	and	thoughwul,	and	felt	that	she	had	‘already	moved	from

picturebooks’,	constantly	asking	me	why	we	never	read	more	‘complicated’	books,	and

proceeding	then	to	argue	that	‘we	always	say	we’re	going	to	read,	and	then	we	only	look

at	picturebooks’.	When	asked	about	her	favourite	kinds	of	books,	she	named	adventure
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stories	as	her	favourite.	

	

Michael	(7/8,	M,	English):	Michael	was	one	of	the	first	boys	to	read	with	me	at	the

school,	and	he	was	chosen	as	the	only	white	and	solely	Bri1sh	child	in	the	study.	During

an	interview	he	traced	his	family’s	background	to	the	southeast	of	England.	He	appeared

excitable	and	histrionic,	and	had	an	affinity	for	reading	and	stories.	When	we	met,	he

expressed	frustra1on	about	‘not	being	a	free	reader’,	which	his	classroom	teaching

assistant	later	explained	was	because	he	had	a	tendency	to	try	to	predict	the	words	on

the	page	rather	than	pause	and	read	each	one.	He	described	mul1ple	hobbies	at	home,

which	included	various	videogames,	online	community-building	(Minecran),	wri1ng

stories,	reading	and	drawing.	

	

Alex	(7/8,	M,	English):	Alex	was	the	last	addi1on	to	the	group,	and	therefore	the

rela1onship	with	him	was	less	developed	than	with	the	other	children.	S1ll,	he	appeared

used	to	seeing	me	around	the	school,	and	the	knowledge	that	I	was	somehow	close	to	a

member	of	his	family	seemed	to	give	him	some	sense	of	comfort.	He	described	himself

as	‘brown’,	and	described	his	mum	by	her	‘pink	and	blue	hair’.	He	related	a	big	fondness

for	drawing	(especially	snakes),	wri1ng	and	football,	although	he	constantly	claimed	to

be	unable	to	draw	or	write	during	workshops.		

4.5	Ethics,	limita1ons	and	issues	of	consent	4.5	Ethics,	limita1ons	and	issues	of	consent	

	

Access	to	the	school	was	ini1ally	nego1ated	with	the	help	of	a	teacher.		An	enhanced
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DBS	check	was	obtained,	as	well	as	ethical	clearance	from	the	Department’s	ethics

commimee	for	both	the	observa1on	stages	and	the	main	project.	On	my	first	day,	I

amended	a	staff	mee1ng	during	which	the	headteacher	introduced	me	to	the	staff	and

announced	the	presumed	length	of	my	stay,	and	that	same	day	I	was	introduced	to	the

Year	2	and	Year	3	teachers	with	whom	my	presence	had	already	been	nego1ated.	During

the	observa1on	phase	of	data	collec1on,	there	was	great	emphasis	placed	on	developing

good	rela1ons	with	these	and	other	teachers,	in	order	to	secure	my	access	to	the	school

aner	the	Christmas	break,	when	I	an1cipated	beginning	data	collec1on	on	the	main

project.	Arrangements	were	made	with	these	teachers	regarding	the	most	suitable	and

less	intrusive	1mes	for	observing	in	their	classrooms,	as	well	as	for	taking	children

outside	to	read.	I	made	sure	as	well	to	nego1ate	my	presence	and	the	affordances	made

to	me	by	the	school	and	the	teachers,	by	trading	small	gestures	such	as	accompanying

on	school	trips	that	were	short	on	adults	and	reading	with	non-par1cipa1ng	children.	

	

Cohen	et	al	(2008)	remind	us	that	researchers	must	not	expect	access	to	an	ins1tu1on	as

a	mamer	of	right,	and	therefore	it	is	important	to	cul1vate	these	rela1onships	and

present	the	ins1tu1on	with	as	much	detail	as	possible	about	the	research	aims,

objec1ves,	procedures,	samples,	confiden1ality	and	the	1me	involved.	Because	the

school’s	administra1on	changed	aner	the	Christmas	break,	this	nego1a1on	process	was

done	twice.	The	first	1me,	a	period	of	three	days	a	week	for	six	weeks	was	nego1ated

with	the	headteacher,	with	the	sole	purpose	of	conduc1ng	observa1ons.	Aner

Christmas,	a	mee1ng	was	arranged	with	the	new	headteacher	and	the	Years	2	and	3
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teachers	to	discuss,	once	again,	aims,	objec1ves,	1metable,	research	sample	and	the

ac1vi1es	that	would	be	carried	out	for	the	main	project.	This	1me	a	projected	1metable

and	briefing	of	the	project	was	submimed	via	email	to	all	three	teachers,	and	a	mee1ng

was	scheduled	to	discuss	the	books	that	would	be	poten1ally	used	and	the	1mes	where

the	teachers	could	accommodate	ac1vi1es	or	permit	children	to	leave	the	classroom	for

interviews	or	workshops.	

	

Consent	from	the	school	was	obtained	in	wri1ng.	The	first	stage	of	observa1ons,	as	it	did

not	follow	specific	children	or	collect	any	informa1on	rela1ng	to	the	children

themselves,	was	done	with	assent	from	teachers	and	children.	Parental	consent	was

sought	for	the	second	stage	of	the	observa1ons	and	for	the	main	project.	Parents	were

also	given	the	opportunity	to	discuss	any	concerns	with	the	teachers	or	with	myself	if

they	so	wished.	The	lemers	delivered	to	the	school	and	to	parents	outlined	the	study

taking	place,	the	anonymity	and	confiden1ality	of	the	data	collected,	and	the	voluntary

nature	of	the	children’s	par1cipa1on.	The	children	themselves	were	informed	of	my

presence	and	what	I	would	be	doing	in	the	class,	and	encouraged	by	their	teachers	to	let

me	in	on	their	coursework,	read	with	me	and	use	my	first	name.	Most	teachers,

however,	simply	ignored	my	presence	while	I	was	in	the	classroom,	although	they

remarked	that	I	could	par1cipate	in	the	lesson	if	I	so	desired.

	

During	individual	readings	with	children	in	both	stages,	they	were	asked	if	they	wanted

to	read	with	me	and	it	was	made	clear	that	they	could	stop	whenever	they	liked.	Prior	to
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each	recorded	interview,	they	were	also	individually	asked	if	I	could	record	our

conversa1ons,	and	they	were	shown	the	device	and	allowed	to	listen	anerwards	to	their

own	recordings	if	they	so	wished.	The	children	always	agreed,	and	although	ini1ally	they

would	some1mes	ask	to	listen	to	their	own	recording	anerwards,	over	1me	they	lost

interest	in	this.	I	explained	to	them	that	I	was	taking	notes	about	how	and	what	they

read,	the	things	we	did	and	what	we	talked	about,	and	the	teachers	and	I	had	made

clear	that	I	was	not	a	teacher,	but	they	did	not	always	make	the	dis1nc1on.	Children

onen	reminded	each	other	that	I	was	not	a	teacher,	and	especially	with	Year	3,	they

consistently	challenged	the	power	balance.	

	

Another	considera1on	was	the	emo1onal	well-being	of	par1cipa1ng	children.	As	Scherer

(2014),	Jones	and	Shackelford	(2013)	and	Rogers	and	Elias	(2012)	have	reported,	literate

iden11es	can	be	highly	emo1onal.	At	least	two	of	the	children	involved	in	closer

observa1ons	were	iden1fied	by	their	teachers	as	‘very	low-level	readers’,	and	it	was

conceivable	that	they	may	feel	frustrated	with	challenging	texts,	by	the	appearance	of

being	compared	with	more	skilled	peers,	or	just	by	having	yet	another	space	where	they

would	be	asked	to	read.		However,	during	at	least	one	experience	with	one	of	the

children,	reading	words	usually	well	above	the	reading	skills	of	many	adults	(dinosaur

names)	appeared	to	have	no	nega1ve	effect	on	his	mood	–	in	fact,	just	trying	to	read

them	seemed	to	give	him	a	kind	of	sa1sfac1on.	Sinding	et	al	(2008)	note	that	the	ar1s1c

processes	in	arts-related	research	(such	as	exploring	literacy	and	self-representa1on

through	book-making)	can	be	vulnerable	and	emo1onal,	although	there	are	also	more
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avenues	for	exploring	these	feelings	than	in	tradi1onal	research.	For	example,	instead	of

skipping	a	difficult	ques1on	or	being	careful	with	probes,	emo1ons	can	be	channelled

through	the	visual	medium	and	put	into	a	drawing,	and	when	the	drawing	becomes

taxing,	the	par1cipant	may	choose	to	focus	more	on	the	ques1ons	instead.	Other

dimensions	to	their	emo1onal	wellbeing	throughout	the	study,	such	as	stress,	their

feelings	towards	school	and	their	mood	were	considered.	For	example,	Sam	Smith	onen

refused	to	par1cipate	because	he	was	not	in	a	good	mood	or	was	upset	with	a	friend.		In

occasions	where	the	children’s	mood	appeared	worrisome,	such	as	when	Sam	discussed

his	family	circumstances	or	when	Chelsea	would	say	mean	things	about	herself,	teachers

were	promptly	no1fied	of	these	comments	so	that	they	could	address	these	problems

appropriately.		

	

In	accordance	with	principles	of	anonymity	and	confiden1ality,	the	par1cipa1ng	children

and	the	school	have	been	given	pseudonyms.	Naming	is	not	something	that	was

discussed	with	any	depth	whatsoever	throughout	any	of	the	researcher	development

modules	available	at	the	university,	or	which	would	appear	to	cause	much	anxiety	to

researchers.	The	prac1ce	of	giving	pseudonyms	seems	to	be	widely	accepted	as	being

for	the	wellbeing	and	protec1on	of	par1cipants,	and	therefore	there	is	not	much	by	way

of	ques1oning	it.	The	act	of	naming	in	an	arts-informed	study	with	child	par1cipants

which	revolves	around	iden11es	is,	in	my	perspec1ve,	even	greater	and	more	important

that	it	may	be	in	other	studies	with	different	circumstances.	Children	do	not	have	the

authorita1ve	power	to	decide	to	use	their	own	name	for	publica1on,	and	even	if	they
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did,	there	is	a	ques1on	of	whether	they	would	understand	the	poten1al	implica1ons	of

using	their	own	name.	Lahman	et	al	(2015)	discuss	the	posi1on	of	power	that	the

researcher	assumes	when	choosing	names	for	par1cipants,	and	suggest	that	the

researcher	must	openly	address	their	naming	poli1cs	and	decisions.	Names	are	not

simple	or	clearly	cut,	but	rather	cons1tute	a	relevant	part	of	a	person’s	life	experience.

Our	names	are	given	to	us	as	family	heirlooms	(grandparents’	names,	parents’	names),

to	honour	influen1al	people	or	characters,	to	help	the	child	blend	into	the	country

where	they	live,	or	as	a	nod	or	an	embrace	of	one’s	cultural	or	ethnic	origins.	Even	when

they	are	given	to	us	on	the	whim	of	a	name	our	parents	liked,	it	s1ll	indicates	something

that	is	culturally	rooted	–	there	is	a	difference	between	why	a	Bri1sh	boy	might	be	called

Miguel	instead	of	Michael,	and	it	says	something	about	him	even	if	the	choice	was

because	their	parents	liked	how	it	sounds.	Name-changing	is	a	significant	symbolic	act

that	we	take	in	order	to	‘sound’	like	who	we	are	or	to	belong.	If	names	were	irrelevant

and	said	nothing	about	us,	there	would	be	no	point	in	choosing	a	new	name	when

significantly	altering	our	iden11es	–	there	would	be	no	need	to	go	from	Cassius	Clay	to

Mohammed	Ali.	

	

Names	contribute	greatly	to	characterisa1on,	and	they	serve	a	purpose	and	a	role	–	J.K.

Rowling	carefully	chose	the	name	‘Harry’	for	the	main	character	in	the	Harry	Pomer

series	because	it	was	mundane.	Hermione,	on	the	other	hand,	was	named	such	instead

of	a	more	common	name	in	an	amempt	to	avoid	having	studious	girls	teased	if	they

shared	the	same	name.	And	s1ll,	when	we	consider	that	J.K.	Rowling	herself	was
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credited	as	‘J.K.’	to	avoid	having	a	female	name	on	the	cover,	the	importance	of	the

assump1ons	we	make	of	names	and	what	they	symbolise	becomes	more	resonant.

Lahman	et	al	(2015)	suggest	co-crea1ng	pseudonyms	with	research	par1cipants,

allowing	the	researcher	to	have	some	control	over	the	selec1on	of	the	pseudonym	(for

example,	to	retain	cultural	specificity,	or	to	avoid	problema1c	names).	At	the	end	of	the

study,	I	offered	the	children	the	opportunity	to	choose	their	own	names.	Although	only

Sam	Smith	explained	that	he	wanted	that	name	because	it	is	the	name	of	his	mother’s

favourite	singer,	I	believe	the	children’s	choices	s1ll	reflect	something	of	their	sense	of

iden1ty.	

	

My	role	as	researcher	and	my	rela1onship	with	the	children	is	also	a	subject	for	ethical

considera1on,	and	especially	so	in	a	school	environment	where	children-adult

rela1onships	were	rigidly	structured	in	specific	ways.	Dorner	(2014)	examines	the

complex	adult-child	rela1onship,	arguing	that	as	researchers,	we	must	always	be	aware

of	the	ways	in	which	this	power	dynamic	affects	and	shapes	our	rela1onship	with	child

par1cipants.	Throughout	this	study,	I	tried	to	achieve	what	Kellem	(2010)	terms	‘research

with’	children,	whereby	knowledge	is	co-constructed	and	the	research	is	put	together

with	help	from	the	children.	However,	although	the	research	design	has	been

purposefully	devised	with	enough	flexibility	in	mind	to	accommodate	needs	or	ideas	that

emerged	from	interac1ng	with	the	child	par1cipants,	the	decisions	on	what	to	do	and

how	to	do	it	were	almost	en1rely	mine.	This	is	a	decision	that	I	have	taken	consciously	as

a	novice	researcher,	and	one	that	I	believe	ensures	I	have	more	control	over	what	is
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inevitably	s1ll	a	new	process	for	me.	Nevertheless	I	have	tried	to	make	data	collec1on	as

inclusive	of	children’s	agendas	as	possible	(Hunleth,	2011).	For	example,	the	interviews

for	Year	3	children	took	place	in	the	school’s	conference	room,	a	place	that	was	guarded

by	a	door	marked	‘Staff	Only’,	and	where	the	children	had	never	been.	The	first	1me

they	were	in	the	room,	I	gave	them	a	few	minutes	to	run	around	the	room,	hide,	look

out	the	windows,	test	different	seats	and	wrap	their	minds	around	the	new	and	exci1ng

‘adult	place’	to	which	they	suddenly	had	access.	Thereaner,	they	were	allowed	other

small	things,	such	as	removing	their	shoes	during	interviews,	puang	their	feet	up	on	the

chairs	and	sharing	jellybeans.	The	Year	3	children	were	onen	excited	to	leave	their	class

to	spend	some	1me	in	the	conference	room,	and	it	was	evident	that	being	outside	of	the

classroom	without	a	real	teacher	for	an	extended	period	of	1me,	in	a	'special'	group	and

a	'special'	room,	doing	'special'	things	that	most	of	their	classmates	did	not	do,	played	a

significant	role	in	this	excitement.	The	picturebook	making	project,	although	it	intended

to	highlight	the	children’s	own	voices	and	self-representa1ons,	was	s1ll	a	researcher-led

ac1vity	that	happened	within	a	space	created	by	the	researcher,	and	as	such	it	was

inevitably	somewhat	mediated	by	the	researcher/ar1st.	Throughout	the	reflexivity	and

data	analysis	chapters	I	have	strived	to	keep	these	power	imbalances	at	the	forefront	of

my	thinking.	

	

Issues	of	copyright	were	also	of	some	concern	in	my	research.	As	an	illustrator,	I	did	not

feel	I	could	expect	access	and	permission	of	use	for	all	the	works	produced	by	children

throughout	the	research	process,	especially	in	terms	of	book	produc1on.	Children
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should	retain	the	sole	copyright	of	everything	they	produce,	and	their	permission	should

righwully	be	sought	in	order	to	reproduce	any	drawings	or	illustra1ons	of	their

authoring.	Drawings	also	posed	an	ethical	issue	in	exploring	gin-giving	(Hunleth,	2011)	–

which	drawings	they	choose	to	keep	and	give	away,	and	for	which	reasons	they	may

choose	to	do	either,	or	even	ask	for	a	drawing	I	have	made	for	them	to	keep.	The

children	were	verbally	asked	for	permission	to	show	their	drawings,	which	may	be

considered	a	limited	right	of	reproduc1on,	and	they	were	offered	to	keep	both	their

books	and	their	storyboards	if	they	so	wished.	All	but	one	of	the	children	chose	to	keep

their	books,	and	none	wished	to	keep	their	storyboards.	Any	images	from	the	children’s

works	reproduced	in	the	thesis	are	therefore	appropriately	labelled.		

	

During	our	final	sessions,	the	children	in	each	group	were	given	a	small	copy	of	the

model	picturebook	I	had	created	to	exemplify	what	the	aim	of	the	project	was.	Each

book	was	inscribed	with	a	page	that	acknowledged	their	individual	contribu1on	and	a

thank-you.	Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis	(1997)	indicate	the	crucial	importance	of

rela1onships	for	qualita1ve	research,	highligh1ng	the	par1cular	relevance	of	reciprocity

in	acknowledging	that	the	actors	bring	their	1me,	energy,	experiences	and	wisdom,	and

it	is	part	of	the	du1es	of	the	researcher	to	both	provide	boundaries	that	protect	the

actors’	vulnerability	in	this	sharing	(as	is	done	with	anonymity,	confiden1ality	and	other

ethical	considera1ons),	as	well	as	reciproca1ng	the	par1cipants’	sharing.	During	the

bookmaking	period,	the	Year	3	children	began	to	wonder	if	there	would	be	a	reward	for

their	par1cipa1on	–	something	I	had	not	contemplated.	Although	some	children	viewed
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par1cipa1ng	as	a	sufficient	reward,	that	clearly	was	not	the	case	for	all	of	them,	and	it

seemed	only	fair	then	to	include	all	in	a	reward	that	was	more	tangible.	Rewarding	them

with	a	copy	of	a	book	that	was	part	of	the	project	in	itself	seemed	appropriate,	and	the

children	expressed	pleasure	in	receiving	them.	

	

Finally,	there	is	a	significant	issue	of	re-represen1ng	children	within	the	arts-informed

research.	This	includes	a	visual	component.	However,	it	is	my	apprecia1on	that	the	visual

voice	used	to	represent	the	children	is	not	sufficiently	faithful	for	their	likenesses	to

threaten	confiden1ality.	Clough	(2002)	emphasises	that	the	way	in	which	a	story	is	told	is

a	mamer	of	“personal,	moral	and	ethical	response	to	research	experiences”	(p.	6).	For

Clough,	his	own	extended	experience	of	the	characters	bears	a	more	accurate	and

authen1c	resemblance	than	would	transcripts	or	facts,	as	throughout	the	research

process,	the	researcher	also	co-constructs	data	alongside	par1cipants	and	partakes	in

the	culture	that	he	is	inves1ga1ng.	The	very	acknowledgement	of	qualita1ve	approaches

of	the	impossibility	of	the	objec1ve	stance	of	the	researcher	recognises	that	the

posi1oning	of	the	researcher	among	the	data	must	be	carefully	considered.	This

reconstruc1on	itself	is	also	one	of	the	main	interests	of	portraiture	as	a	research

approach,	because	it	is	not	in	discrete	and	discernible	behaviours	alone	that	the

resonance	that	is	sought	is	produced,	but	in	how	these	are	perceived	and	nego1ated	by

the	actors	(Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis,	1997).	In	re-represen1ng	these	children

through	reconstruc1ons	of	transcripts,	notes	and	observa1ons,	and	especially	so	via	a

visual	method	whose	characteriza1on	relies	on	my	memory,	observa1on	logs	and
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experience	of	their	movements,	their	behaviour,	and	their	own	personal	ways	of	ac1ng	–

their	specific	ways	of	looking,	of	touching	their	hair,	of	smiling,	and	how	such	gestures

would	fit	with	the	characters	in	the	transcripts	—,	I	am	construc1ng	characters	from	the

data	with	the	purpose	of	analysing	it.	It	is	my	belief	that,	regardless	of	whatever

approach	I	might	have	chosen	to	take	towards	my	study,	these	children	and	their	context

s1ll	would	have	been	somehow	characters	within	my	own	personal	narra1ve.	As	I	take

out	this	narra1ve	and	analyse	cri1cally	those	of	the	other	actors	embedded	within	it,	I

strive	to	understand	them	as	beings	ar1culated	within	that	culture.
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~4~	

THIS	IS	DANNY.	

		

He	is	the	main	character	in	the	story	I	wrote	for	my	4inal	project	in	my	masters,	a

graphic	novel	about	a	boy	whose	parents	are	divorced	and	has	a	dif4icult

relationship	with	his	father.	When	he	is	six	years	old	and	on	an	outing	with	his

father,	Danny	runs	into	a	strange	animal	which	he	labels	a	‘Wolfodile’,	and	when

three	years	later	he	4inds	it	again,	his	relationship	with	the	wolfodile	and	the

adventures	that	unfold	form	a	vehicle	for	Danny	to	reconnect	with	his	dad.	

This	is	Danny,	and	this	is	where	he	lives.
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I	have	no	idea	where	he	lives.		I	don’t	recognise	this	place.	The	4irst	time	I	spent	any

time	in	a	house	in	the	middle	of	a	forest	was	two	years	after	I	drew	this,	and		that

forest	looks	nothing	like	this	one.		But	it	is	clearly	autumn.			

This	is	Rena.	

		

She	is	the	token	I	threw	in	after	I	began	wondering	why	my	main	character	was	a

white	boy	in	a	forest	in	a	country	where	autumn	is	a	recognisable	season	that

makes	people	cold	enough	to	wear	hats	and	scarves.	Her	name	says	nothing	of

where	she	is	from,	and	I	know	nothing	of	her	family	or	her	origins.	She	has	no	last

name.	Danny	doesn’t	either,	but	he	has	parents	and	he	‘feels’	grounded	to	me.	Rena

doesn’t.	She’s	ephemeral.	It	took	months	for	me	to	work	out	a	kind	of	backstory	for

her,	but	only	a	few	hours	for	Danny.	I	still	don’t	like	it,	probably	because	it	did	not

grow	organically,	unlike	Danny.	

I	love	Danny.	I	cannot	imagine	my	wolfodile	story	with	any	other	child,	and	while	I
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work	on	that	story,	he	remains	an	important	part	of	it.	But	I	still	wonder	why	him,

why	was	the	organic	construction	of	my	story	developed	completely	instinctively	–

because	I	had	no	special	agenda—around	a	white	boy	in	a	country	with	autumn?

Why	is	it	easier	for	me	to	construct	him,	arti4icially	as	that	construction	must	surely

be,	than	to	construct	Rena	without	it	feeling	heavyhanded?	

		

I	have	shelved	the	wolfodile	for	about	two	years	now.	I	work	on	it	slowly,	making	an

abstract	note	every	now	and	then,	as	I	4igure	Rena	out	and	keep	my	worldview	in

check.	I	don’t	want	to	remove	them	from	the	forest	or	the	cold,	because	now	that	I

have	been	into	forests,	I	have	discovered	that	for	me	they	are	magical	places	where

a	wolfodile	does	not	need	to	be	a	strange	sight.	But	the	forest	needs	to	look	like

something	I	can	recognize,	so	it	will	wait	until	I		go	to	a	forest	and	draw	again,	or	be

adapted	from	photos,	memories	and	sketches	from	that	4irst	forest	experience.	

I	don’t	want	to	change	Danny.	I	do	love	him,	I	said	it	because	I	do.	He	is	still	my	main

character.	But	Rena	has	to	be,	too.	And	I	need	to	change	her	name,	or	call	that	a	pet

name.	Or	something,	because	I	know	where	she	is	from,	and	it	does	not	match	her

name.	I	want	Rena	to	feel	real	to	me	as	Danny	does,	and	it	scares	me	that	she	does

not.	

So	until	she	does,	until	she	has	in	my	head	a	storyline	and	a	background	and	a

presence	as	strong	as	Danny’s,	the	wolfodile	is	shelved.
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The	analysis	and	synthesis	of	data	was	done	through	a	combina1on	of	interpre1ve

methods	of	analysis	and	visual	narra1ves.	The	main	goal	was	to	come	to	an

understanding	of	the	context	surrounding	the	par1cipants	in	the	school	and	the

par1cipants’	iden1ty	nego1a1on	with	regard	to	picturebooks.	To	this	end,	the	various

forms	of	data	gathered	were	reorganised	and	cri1cally	analysed	to	fit	either	within	an

examina1on	of	context,	or	the	individual	narra1ves	of	each	child.	Following	Miller	and

Glassner	(qtd.	in	Silverman,	2006),	the	par1cular	purpose	of	each	method	was	carefully

considered	during	each	stage	of	the	analysis,	and	especially	so	during	the	earlier	stages

which	took	place	alongside	data	collec1on.	Most	importantly,	the	aim	of	the	data

analysis	process	was	to	iden1fy	narra1ves	as	they	became	embodied	and	manifested	by

the	children’s	behaviours,	drawings,	stories,	conversa1ons	and	responses	to	the	books

and	the	ac1vi1es.	

	

Table	2	illustrates	the	place	that	each	data	collec1on	instrument	took	within	the

analy1cal	process,	and	is	inspired	by	Barnes’	(2014)	own	illustra1on	of	the	variety	of

methods	used	to	construct	his	methodological	approach	to	his	life	story.	As	he	explains,

that	par1cular	mix	of	methods	was	unique	to	the	circumstances	and	story	of	his	study.

The	same	applies	to	this	study.		

The	following	sec1ons	outline	the	different	stages	that	the	data	analysis	procedure	came

to	comprise,	star1ng	with	the	most	preliminary	examina1ons	undertaken	during	data

collec1on	which	amempted	to	spot	pamerns,	refine	and	calibrate	the	course	of
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Table	2	-	Data	collec1on	instruments
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collec1on,	and	begin	ar1cula1ng	preliminary	findings	within	exis1ng	literature,	following

Silverman’s	(2004)	advice	to	begin	analysing	data	before	one	has	finished	gathering	it.

Next	follows	the	procedure	used	to	audit	the	picturebooks	at	the	school,	the	use	of

dedicated	sonware	to	aid	the	interpreta1ve	analysis,	explana1ons	about	the	use	of

codes	and	categories,	and	the	analy1cal	structuring	of	the	data.	The	final	sec1ons

explain	the	ra1onale	for	the	structure	and	design	of	the	following	chapters,	which	are	in

comics	form,	and	guide	the	reader	in	order	to	facilitate	their	reading	of	comics.	

	

5.1	Impressionis1c	records5.1	Impressionis1c	records

Because	the	par1cular	design	of	this	research	called	for	a	high	degree	of	flexibility,	it	was

also	important	to	review	the	data	collected	each	day	and	analyse	it	in	order	to	move

forward	with	the	collec1on	strategy.	In	this	sense,	although	there	certainly	was	a	some

structure	to	data	collec1on,	the	strategies	that	were	used	were	only	employed	aner

carefully	considering	research	notes	and	diaries,	impressions	from	each	day	and	any

documents	produced	by	par1cipants	(drawings	or	recordings).	Lawrence-Lighwoot	and

Davis	(1997)	refer	to	“impressionis1c	records”,	rumina1ve	wri1ngs	in	which	the

researcher	can	play	with	different	emergent	themes,	theories	or	ideas	to	probe	in

further	encounters	with	par1cipants.	Keeping	these	was	extremely	useful,	since	it

allowed	for	a	responsive	system	of	collec1on	that	was	tailored	not	only	to	the	research

ques1ons	and	my	own	needs	as	a	researcher,	but	it	was	also	responsive	to	the	needs	of

par1cipants	and	the	various	possible	avenues	for	explora1on	that	arose	as	the	project

progressed	and	developed.
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5.2	Book	audit	5.2	Book	audit	

In	order	to	gain	an	understanding	of	the	picturebook	offer	available	at	the	school,	it	was

necessary	to	audit	a	significant	sample.	The	sample	selected	consisted	of	1,173

picturebooks	not	belonging	to	a	reading	scheme,	available	at	all	1mes	to	all	students	in

the	school	(i.e.	excluding	those	in	classrooms,	teacher’s	collec1ons	or	available	only	to

recep1on	or	Key	Stage	1),	arranged	on	metallic	shelves	against	the	walls	outside	of	the

Year	3	classrooms.	It	is	important	to	note	that	the	book	audit	was	carried	out	during	the

first	stage	of	the	observa1on	project,	during	which	1me	I	had	some	control	and	rigorous

keeping	on	the	books	which	were	available,	but	the	absence	of	an	organiza1onal	system,

dedicated	staff	and	the	ability	of	the	children	to	grab	a	book	and	return	it	wherever	they

liked	(or	take	it	home,	or	abandon	it	elsewhere	in	the	school)	meant	that	eventually

books	would	disappear	or	new	ones	would	appear.	By	the	1me	data	collec1on	had

finished,	about	a	quarter	of	the	picturebooks	available	from	these	shelves	had	been

relocated	to	other	spaces	in	the	school.

	

The	audit	was	done	with	a	focus	on	categorising	books	according	to	the	‘ownership’	of

the	story:	is	it	a	story	about	animals?	People?	Fairies	and	elves?	Although	arguably	all

stories	speak	of	an	aspect	(or	several)	of	the	human	condi1on,	the	concept	of

representa1on	deals	with	the	messages	and	images	of	certain	groups	that	are	displayed

in	media.	Because	of	this,	only	the	books	with	human	characters	were	more	thoroughly

classified,	and	all	other	books	were	counted	together.
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Books	with	human	protagonists	were	then	classified	under	the	following	broad	race-

based	categories:	

	

*	Stories	led	by	white	people

*	Stories	led	by	people	of	colour	(POC)

*	Stories	led	by	POC	that	take	place	outside	of	the	‘Western	world’

*	Stories	led	by	POC	that	take	place	in	the	‘Western	world’	

*	Stories	led	inexplicably	by	white	people	(for	example,	biblical	stories)	

Note	how	the	classifica1on	hinges	on	the	‘lead’	of	the	story	–	this	is	because	the	kind	of

representa1on	that	is	lacking	in	picturebooks	is	not	merely	as	background	or	secondary

characters.	Plenty	of	picturebooks	and	illustrated	books	show	diversity	in	classroom

scenes,	urban	shots	or	in	the	form	of	suppor1ng	characters	that	do	not	add	to	the	story,

and	some	even	in	minor	characters	that	are	named	or	speak	once	or	twice	(see

Graham’s	This	is	Our	House,	for	example).	A	few	also	have	people	of	colour	in	larger

roles,	but	whose	narra1ve	only	serves	to	further	that	of	a	white	character	(e.g.	Gaiman’s

The	Day	I	Swapped	my	Dad	for	Two	Goldfish).	The	issue	with	representa1on	lies	in	‘who

gets	to	tell	whose	stories’	(Cai,	2003;	Fox	&	Short,	2003),	and,	beyond	the	author,	it	is

the	main	characters	who	get	to	do	that.	Note	as	well	that	the	audit	observes	that	stories

in	the	picturebooks	star	different	kinds	of	people,	but	do	not	delve	into	the	backgrounds

of	authors	or	illustrators,	the	quality	of	the	books	in	ques1on,	or	the	accuracy	or

authen1city	of	these	stories.
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The	criteria	used	to	consider	a	book	to	be	‘about	a	person	of	colour’	in	order	to	be

counted	as	such	were	drawn	from	the	Mako	Mori	test,	in	itself	a	re-imagina1on	of	the

Bechdel	test	(Romano,	2013).	Both	the	Mako	Mori	test	and	the	Bechdel	test	are	non-

academic	tools	that	seek	to	provide	a	superficial	idea	of	whether	or	not	a	film	could	be

considered	to	have	a	fair	representa1on	of	women,	and	they	are	simple	lists	of

ques1ons.	The	Bechdel	was	devised	by	comic	book	ar1st	Allison	Bechdel	in	her	graphic

novel	Dykes	to	Watch	Out	For,	and	it	follows	three	ques1ons:	

	

*	There	are	two	or	more	named	female	characters	

*	Who	speak	to	each	other	

*	About	something	other	than	a	man.	

The	Mako	Mori	test,	suggested	by	anonymous	Internet	users	based	on	the	film	Pacific

Rim,	asks	similar,	but	different	ques1ons,	arguing	that	the	presence	of	a	single	female

character	should	not	necessarily	signal	inadequate	representa1on	if	said	character	is	a

fair	representa1on.	For	example,	two	named	women	who	appear	in	a	film	for	three

minutes	chaang	about	the	weather	could	make	it	pass	the	Bechdel	test.	The	Mako	Mori

test	suggests	these	ques1ons:	

	

*	There	is	at	least	one	female	character	

*	With	her	own	narra1ve	arc	

*	Which	is	not	solely	about	suppor1ng	the	narra1ve	arc	of	a	male	character.
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Although	both	tests	would	most	likely	be	useless	if	a	thorough	qualita1ve	analysis	of	the

picturebook	provision	were	to	be	conducted,	for	the	purposes	of	this	small	scale,	purely

illumina1ve	book	audit,	the	Mako	Mori	test	could	be	adapted	to	suit	the	representa1on

of	people	of	colour.	Therefore,	in	order	to	be	considered	to	be	about	a	person	of	colour,

a	picturebook	had	to:	

	

*	Contain	at	least	one	character	of	colour

*	With	his	or	her	own	narra1ve	arc

*	Which	is	not	only	suppor1ng	of	the	narra1ve	arc	of	a	white	character.

5.3	Integra1ng	MAXQDA	and	manual	analysis5.3	Integra1ng	MAXQDA	and	manual	analysis

Recordings	made	during	interviews	and	workshops	were	transcribed	with	the	help	of

MAXQDA,	a	qualita1ve	data	analysis	sonware	that	was	chosen	above	NVivo	(which	is

easily	available	for	CCCU	students)	for	its	similarly	high	quality,	more	intui1ve	and

approachable	design	and	more	importantly,	its	compa1bility	with	the	specific	format	in

which	the	audio	files	had	been	recorded.	The	choice	to	assist	data	analysis	with	the	use

of	dedicated	sonware	was	made	in	order	to	facilitate	the	management	of	a	large	and

diverse	body	of	data,	in	the	form	of	diaries,	notes,	audio	recordings	and	drawings

pertaining	to	different	actors	and	different	exercises.	The	built-in	transcrip1on	feature	of

data	analysis	sonware	was	also	extremely	helpful	in	genera1ng	text	from	the	audio

recordings,	as	well	as	annota1ng	and	coding	it	‘on	the	go’.	The	use	of	sonware	also

allowed	me	to	compare	more	easily	the	different	cases	on	similar	categories	of	analysis
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(Lewins	&	Silver,	2014)	as	these	emerged	from	combing	through	the	data.	

	

The	ini1al	stages	of	analysis	were	done	manually,	by	reading	and	re-reading	printed

copies	of	transcripts	of	notes	and	recordings	in	search	for	themes	or	categories	that

could	hint	at	an	organisa1onal	structure.	I	created	mind	maps	of	each	child	par1cipant

and	extracted	interes1ng	dialogues	and	umerances	from	the	transcripts,	amemp1ng	to

understand	them	not	as	necessarily	factual	informa1on	but	in	terms	of	the	prevalent

cultural	narra1ves	they	revealed.	Mind	mapping	is	a	useful	tool,	par1cularly	at	the	early

stages	of	analysis,	for	geang	to	grips	with	large	amounts	of	data,	as	it	helps	to	organise

and	brainstorm	(Tamersall,	Wams,	&	Vernon,	2007).	The	crea1on	of	these	maps	also

helped	to	spot	how	the	different	narra1ves	of	par1cipants	pertained	to	similar	themes

or	categories	of	analysis,	even	if	they	were	expressed	differently,	according	to	the

purpose	with	which	those	ac1ons	were	performed.	For	example,	children	may	show

resistance,	exercise	agency	or	claim	ownership	in	various	different	ways,	and	the

connec1ons	between	these	different	ways	may	not	always	be	evident.	In	reading	their

narra1ves,	I	tried	to	strive	less	to	ques1on	the	veracity	of	their	claims,	but	rather	to

consider	their	tellings,	stories	and	ac1ons	as	cultural	stories,	as	proposed	by	Miller	and

Glassner	(qtd.	in	Silverman,	2006),	by	amemp1ng	to	ar1culate	them	within	larger	cultural

narra1ves	that	observe	the	par1cipants	not	only	as	individuals,	but	as	individuals	with

knowledge,	resources	and	agendas	of	their	own	in	the	telling	of	those	stories	and	in	the

ac1ons	that	they	take.
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Through	this	immersion,	a	set	of	categories	and	sub-categories	emerged,	which	were

later	entered	into	MAXQDA	and	used	as	colour	codes	to	organise	the	stories	and	permit

an	easy	reorganisa1on	of	relevant	chunks	of	data	by	way	of	electronically	retrieving

segments.	The	categories	and	subcategories	used,	apart	from	six	referring	individually	to

children,	are	illustrated	in		Table	3.		Note	that	those	marked	as	'emo1codes'	use	a

par1cular	feature	of	MAXQDA	that	permits	coding	with	'emo1codes',	or	emojis,	in	order

to	represent	par1cular	emo1ons.	I	used	the	feature	to	flag	up	interac1ons	for	their

perceived	subjec1ve	value.	

	Aner	construc1ng	this	system,	and	with	the	help	of	the	sonware,	it	became	easier	to

retrieve	segments	of	data	for	organisa1on	and	structure.	The	categories	used	to

reorganise	the	data	later	helped	to	organise	the	analysis	and	discussion.	

	

5.4	Reflexivity5.4	Reflexivity

Throughout	my	study,	maintaining	a	cri1cal,	reflexive	stance	and	a	con1nuous

examina1on	of	my	posi1on	within	the	research	was	an	important	tool	to	preserve

academic	rigour.	The	complex	rela1onship	between	myself	and	the	study,	and	the	way	in

which	one	informed	the	other,	were	of	paramount	importance	in	order	to	comprehend

why	and	how	choices	were	made,	how	I	constructed	my	rela1onships	with	the	children

and	their	context,	how	I	understood	my	role	at	different	1mes	and	the	ul1mate	impact

this	would	have	on	research	outcomes.	Reflexivity	is	present	throughout	all	aspects	of

research	(Hertz,	1997),	and	is	orientated	towards	the	rela1onships	and
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Table	3	-	Code	system
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interconnectedness	between	the	person	and	their	social	seangs	(Archer,	2009),	and

towards	recognising	the	researcher	as	part	of	the	social	world	which	is	being

inves1gated	(Cohen,	Manion	and	Morrison,	2007).		It	is	also	an	acknowledgement	of	the

values	and	beliefs	that	one	holds,	for	these	have	a	near	certain	poten1al	to	influence	the

processes	of	research	and	their	outcomes	(Etherington,	2004),	a	recogni1on	of	the

ontological	and	epistemological	frameworks	with	which	I	am	approaching	the	field	and

the	data,	and	of	how	I	am	posi1oned	in	rela1on	to	them	(Sullivan,	2010).

	

The	study’s	focus	on	iden1ty	and	its	nego1a1on	meant,	for	me,	that	leaving	my	own

untouched	was	an	impossibility.	For	this	reason,	I	explore	my	reflexivity	from	historical,

social	and	personal	angles	that	try	to	explore	my	own	cultural	lenses,	my	stance	as	a

migrant/outsider,	and	my	researcher	posi1onality	on	equal	grounds:	in	my	view,	none	of

these	or	any	others	that	there	may	be	take	a	more	significant	role	than	the	others	in

determining	how	I	made	choices	as	a	researcher	or	how	I	myself	affected	by	study.	Hertz

(1997)	highlights	that	the	'researcher	role'	is	not	the	only	aspect	of	the	self	that	is

present	in	the	field,	and	it	is	not	necessarily	the	most	salient	one	either.	Rather,	the	field

has	its	own	effects	as	it	interacts	with	mul1ple	aspects	of	the	self,	and	vice	versa.

Cul1va1ng	a	reflec1ve	prac1ce	also	permits	the	researcher	to	entertain	mul1ple

perspec1ves	and	avoid	becoming	limited	to	‘single	stories’	(Clark	and	Dervin,	2014),	and

forces	the	researcher	to	remain	crea1ve	in	their	interpreta1ons	of	the	data	(Etherington,

2004).
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Bricolage,	the	arts-informed	approach	and	portraiture	are	all	in1mately	linked	with	the

researcher	as	the	primary	tool	for	data	collec1on,	analysis	and	interpreta1on,	and

therefore	call	for	a	reflexive	and	self-aware	prac1ce.	Reflexivity	“offers	the	poten1al	to

improve	our	capacity	to	undertake	inquiry	that	reveals	the	fuller	dimensions	of	human

processes	and	ac1ons	–and	many	of	these	are	captured	in	pictures	and	can	be	likewise

rendered	in	images”	(Sullivan,	2010).	In	accoun1ng	for	my	reflexive	prac1ce,	I	embraced

my	role	as	researcher/ar1st	and	use	it	as	an	introduc1on	to	the	types	of	portraits	I	would

later	develop	based	on	my	interac1ons	with	the	par1cipants.	The	reflexivity	chapter

therefore	explores	these	reflec1ve	no1ons	through	the	use	of	visual	narra1ves	in	comics

form.	

	

5.5	Visual/narra1ve	analysis5.5	Visual/narra1ve	analysis

The	final	layer	of	analysis	takes	this	visual	and	narra1ve	form,	in	an	analy1cal	process

that	becomes	itera1ve	as	interpreta1on	deepens	in	the	movement	from	audio

recordings,	transcripts,	wri1ngs	and	illustra1ons.	The	chapters	that	follow	cover	firstly

reflexivity,	and	thereaner	pursue	the	examina1on	of	the	children	as	'characters',	in	a

manner	similar	to	what	Lawrence-Lighwoot	and	Davis	(1997)	refer	to	as	'portraits'.	In	this

sense,	the	focus	is	on	the	authen1city	of	their	representa1on,	rather	than	seeking	to

reflect	them	in	a	way	that	is	strictly	faithful	–	in	doing	so,	it	would	cease	to	be	an	analysis

and	it	would	simply	be	a	reproduc1on.	Before	plunging	into	the	data	chapter,	I	first

conduct	a	comics	examina1on	of	my	posi1on	in	the	research.	I	offer	first	a	perspec1ve	of

where	I	stand,	as	a	researcher,	illustrator,	woman,	and	outsider	to	Bri1sh	culture.	I	try	to
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lay	my	own	story	and	biases	on	the	table	for	the	reader	to	see,	because	aner	all,	I	am	a

significant	contextual	factor	in	this	inquiry.	This	is	followed	by	an	examina1on	of	context,

and	finally	by	the	examina1ons	of	the	children.	

	

McCloud	(2006)	defines	comics	as	“juxtaposed	pictorial	and	other	images	in	deliberate

sequence,	intended	to	convey	informa1on	and/or	produce	an	aesthe1c	response	in	the

viewer.”	(p.	9)	The	choice	of	a	comic,	sequen1al	graphics	or	graphic	narra1ve	as	the	final

vehicle	to	synthesise	and	disseminate	findings	is	not	a	haphazard	or	casual	one.	Despite

their	complexity	and	long	history,	comic	books	tend	to	be	underrated	and	considered

lesser	literary	forms	(W.	Eisner,	2008;	Gravem,	2005),	associated	with	illiteracy	and

considered	unintellectual	(W.	Eisner,	2008).	However,	comics	–albeit	under	the	banner	of

‘graphic	novels’—	have	recently	begun	to	enjoy	increasing	recogni1on	(Gravem,	2005).	

	

Visual	forms	of	storytelling	bridge	together	the	verbal	and	the	visual,	and	it	is	not,

though	it	may	so	appear,	an	uncharted	territory	–	graphic	novels	are	a	prime	example	of

visual/verbal	art	forms	that	can	lengthily	explore,	analyse	and	disseminate	specific

knowledge	of	social	issues	and	human	experience	based	on	the	kind	of	in-depth

research	that	authors	onen1mes	do.	One	of	the	first	graphic	novels	to	change	how	the

medium	was	perceived	by	the	general	audience	in	the	Anglophone	world	and	to	change

what	can	be	told	through	the	medium	was	Art	Spiegelman’s	Maus,	which	is	an	account

of	Spiegelman’s	father’s	recollec1ons	of	Auschwitz.	Persepolis,	Marjane	Satrapi’s

memoirs,	explore	and	recount	her	childhood	and	early	adulthood	in	Iran	during	the
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Islamic	Revolu1on,	and	Malik	Sajad	does	similarly	in	Munnu:	A	Boy	From	Kashmir	as	he

explores	his	own	experiences	growing	up	as	a	young	budding	ar1st	in	the	midst	the

Kashmir	conflict.		Shaun	Tan’s	The	Arrival,	although	worldless	and	set	in	an	imaginary

fantas1cal	land,	is	a	faithful	depic1on	of	the	journeys	that	millions	of	migrants	and

refugees	undertake	across	the	world.	A	griaer	take	on	the	subject	is	Ville	Tietäväinen’s

Näkymämömät	kädet	(‘Invisible	Hands’,	unavailable	in	English	language),	which	explores

issues	of	illegal	migra1on	and	hard	labour	in	Spain,	and	which	entailed	extensive	travel

with	an	anthropologist,	interviewing	planta1on	workers	and	taking	photos	(Unsichtbare

Hände	-	ein	Gespräch	mit	Ville	Tietäväinen,	2014).	Craig	Thompson’s	Habibi,	a	‘fairy	tale’

story	set	in	a	Muslim	fantasy	seang,	took	years	of	me1culous	research	of	Arab	culture,

the	Quran	and	Arabic	art,	and	explores	religion,	love	and	family	through	fantasy.	It

represented	the	ar1st’s	amempt	to	‘know’	Islam	and	‘humanise’	it,	although	it	has	both

been	lauded	and	panned	for	this	amempt	by	both	insiders	and	outsiders	to	Muslim	and

Arab	culture.		Finally,	David	Mack’s	Kabuki	series	is	an	examina1on	of	iden1ty	and	the

meaning	of	the	‘self’	in	globalised	reali1es	and	virtual	worlds	through	the	explora1on	of

the	main	character’s	psyche:	a	former	serial	killer	in	the	midst	of	an	iden1ty	crisis.	Of

course,	the	artwork	conceived	as	part	of	this	research	is	unlikely	to	be	of	the	scale	and

ambi1on	of	these	examples,	and	within	the	methodological	framework	of	this	thesis,	it

is	the	arts	that	must	serve	the	research	at	all	1mes.	What	is	important	to	observe	here	is

that	suppor1ng	a	par1cular	thesis	(the	nature	of	iden1ty,	the	plight	of	illegal	immigrants

and	modern	slavery,	the	Kashmiri	conflict,	etc.)	through	visual	narra1ves	is	not

uncommon	for	comics.
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The	comics	chapters	are	heavily	laden	with	metaphorical	visual	language	to	illustrate

different	cultures,	nego1a1on	of	iden1ty,	encultura1on	and	other	complex	conceptual

elements	of	study.	For	example,	masks	are	employed	to	illustrate	cultures	and

encultura1on,	and	the	animals	chosen	for	them	have	a	par1cular	significance.	For

inexperienced	readers,	this	might	pose	a	challenge,	but	by	no	means	should	this	be	an

insurmountable	one.	Inexperienced	readers	may	also	encounter	anxie1es	when

approaching	a	comics	page	where	there	is	limle	to	no	cogni1ve	informa1on	regarding	the

processing	of	such	a	text.	However,	reading	comics	follows	the	same	Z-pamern	structure

as	reading	English	-	one	is	expected	to	start	in	the	upper	len	corner,	and	work	towards

the	lower	right.	This	applies	to	panels,	speech	bubbles	and	text	boxes,	although,	as	in

any	other	medium,	the	reader	may	move	through	the	space	in	whatever	way	they	may

feel	necessary,	or	read	it	more	than	once	in	different	ways.	The	visual	narra1ve	asks	the

reader	to	consider	not	just	what	the	print	text	says,	but	also	what	is	contained	in	the

images,	their	composi1on,	their	rela1onship	to	the	text	and	what	they	evoke.	The	visual

aspect	of	this	thesis	is	one	that	was	designed	to	speak	just	as	clearly	and	loudly	as	the

print	text,	and	the	reader	is	therefore	invited	to	engage	in	an	itera1ve	prac1ce,	a

hermeneu1c	circle	between	image	and	text,	and	be	unafraid,	as	when	reading	text,	of

making	‘wrong’	interpreta1ons.

	

Figure	5	illustrates	the	basics	for	naviga1ng	through	panels	and	speech	bubbles,

following	the	Z-pamern.
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Figures	4	and	5	-	Naviga1ng	comics	panels	and	pages
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5.5.1	On	the	presenta1on	of	the	data5.5.1	On	the	presenta1on	of	the	data	

This	sec1on	outlines	the	details	pertaining	to	the	crea1on	of	the	artwork	and	the	format

of	the	thesis.	The	comics	crea1on	process	is	lengthy	and	mul1disciplinary,	involving	a

careful	interac1on	of	wri1ng,	pacing,	structuring	of	informa1on	and	images,	sketching

and	finally	the	produc1on	of	final	art.	Thumbnails	were	first	sketched	out	in	an	A3

sketchbook,	with	dran	text	wrimen	underneath.	The	size	of	the	paper	permimed	working

on	different	pages	at	once	and	thus	keeping	a	1ghter	control	on	pacing.	This	stage	was

followed	by	sketching	pages	out	on	A5	sheets	of	paper	with	a	pen,	which	allowed	more

freedom	than	a	pencil	would	by	elimina1ng	the	possibility	of	precision	and	the

expecta1on	of	crea1ng	something	more	final.	Aner	this,	the	final	drawings	were	created

directly	onto	cold	pressed,	300gr	watercolour	paper.	This	was	done	either	by	tracing	an

amplified	photocopy	of	the	sketch	with	the	help	of	a	lightbox,	or	simply	by	using	the

sketch	as	a	map	and	redrawing	with	light	lines	on	the	watercolour	paper.	The	comics

were	hand-drawn	and	hand-painted	with	black	ink	at	varying	degrees	of	dilu1on,	using

round	watercolour	brushes,	and	a	rigger	brush	for	outlines	and	boxes.	Aner	pain1ng,	the

artwork	was	scanned	and	edited	on	Adobe	Photoshop,	where	the	images	were	cleaned

up,	blacks	and	greys	recalibrated	and	the	text	boxes	and	speech	bubbles	assembled	as

text	was	inserted.	

	

Aner	comple1ng	this	process,	the	book	was	assembled	on	Book	Wright	and	thereaner

uploaded	to	the	self-publishing	plaworm	Blurb,	for	prin1ng	and	binding.	Book	Wright

itself	is	a	publishing	sonware	applica1on	developed	by	Blurb,	which	is	used	to	design
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documents	for	print	which	u1lise	both	heavy	blocks	of	text	and	imagery.	Although	Blurb

assigns	an	ISBN	number	and	allows	the	possibility	of	placing	books	for	sale,	this	feature

was	not	used	and	the	thesis	book	is	not	accessible	through	the	Blurb	online	store.	This

process	was	discussed	and	cleared	with	the	Graduate	School	prior	to	the	final	design	of

the	thesis.
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7.1	Performing	'reading'	in	Edgefield	and	teachers’	choices	of	books7.1	Performing	'reading'	in	Edgefield	and	teachers’	choices	of	books

Reading	was	a	heavily	ritualised	and	structured	ac1vity	in	the	observed	classes,	and	with

the	excep1on	of	occasional	sessions	of	reading	aloud	in	Year	2	and	the	daily	15	minutes

of	quiet	reading	in	Year	3,	all	ac1vi1es	involving	books	in	the	classroom	had	at	its	core

the	teaching	of	a	par1cular	skill	or	aspect	associated	with	print	text,	such	as	synthe1c

phonics,	grammar	or	a	par1cular	type	of	wri1ng.	This	created	a	par1cular	way	of

perceiving	books	and	understanding	reading	which	would	become	evident	in

interac1ons	with	children,	as	they	had	difficulty	grasping	wordless	texts	or	could	not

conceive	of	picturebooks	as	something	that	could	strictly	be	‘read’.	This	skills-based

approach	to	reading	reflects	concerns	regarding	pedagogy	and	the	way	in	which	heavy

regula1ons,	compe11on	and	prescrip1on	impact	teaching	(cf.	Alexander,	2012,	2010,

2008;	Ball,	2006;	Hall,	2004).

	

The	analysis	of	the	data	showed	that	the	teachers	priori1sed	the	curriculum	for	their

book	selec1ons,	making	choices	that	supported	topics	being	studied	such	as	specific

countries	or	animals,	grammar,	or	par1cular	forms	or	genres	of	wri1ng.	This	was	also

reflected	in	the	teaching	of	literacy	as	a	topic	itself	through	synthe1c	phonics,	as	the

books	chosen	for	a	child’s	bookbag	would	be	from	the	reading	scheme	–	and	thus	on	par

with	their	phonics	achievement	—	un1l	the	1me	came	for	them	to	be	declared	free

readers.	The	importance	of	the	curriculum	for	book	selec1on	was	reflected	in	the

significance	of	available	resources	to	use	in	the	classroom	already	related	to	a	book:	with

the	1me	pressures	that	teachers	face,	there	may	not	be	enough	1me	for	them	to

familiarise	themselves	with	new	literature	and	develop	teaching	resources	for	them.
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Thus	they	turn	to	online	resources	that	are	ready	to	implement,	but	by	their	own

admission,	these	are	onen	for	books	that	are	considered	‘classics’.	The	teachers’	posi1on

towards	their	role	in	pursuing	diversity	within	the	literature	available	in	the	classroom

was	succinctly	summarised	by	Ms	Trent:

	MT:	it’s	about	-	because,	we're	teachers,	and	we	need	to	teach	them	a

curriculum,	we're	not	here	to	(…)	cover	every	base	of	their	lives...	

This	finding	is	in	line	with	the	exis1ng	literature	on	the	subject	(cf.	Cremin,	Bearne,

Momram	and	Goodwin,	2008),	and	suggests	that	the	use	of	books	in	the	teaching	of

literacy	and	English	at	this	level,	for	these	par1cular	teachers,	was	deeply	and	in1mately

connected	with	the	func1onal	acquisi1on	of	literacy	skills	(i.e.	reading	and	wri1ng).	It

also	confirms	their	findings	regarding	the	narrow	pool	from	which	teachers	are	drawing

with	regard	to	picture	fic1on.			

	

Teachers	also	reported	relying	on	awards	lists,	reviews	and	the	high	street	offer	which	in

themselves	suffer	from	a	variety	of	limita1ons	–	such	as	the	small	amount	of	books

available	in	the	first	place	which	portray	children	of	colour	as	protagonists	(Bookseller

Staff,	2014)	and	the	scarce	reviews	that	hinder	their	visibility	(Zgadzaj	and	Roberts,

2013).	Other	sources	men1oned	such	as	recommenda1ons	from	friends	or	colleagues,

the	children’s	own	sugges1ons	or	their	experiences	as	parents,	may	also	be	affected	by

these	factors.	Recommenda1ons	from	fellow	teachers	may	lead	again	towards	authors

from	that	same	narrow	pool	of	classics	men1oned	above.	Previous	literacy	coordinators

had	made	efforts	to	increase	the	variety	and	diversity	of	the	books	available	to	teachers
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and	children,	as	evidenced	by	the	small	diversity	in	the	sample	audited,	but	the	book

corners	within	the	classrooms	were	populated	by	teachers	themselves	either	out	of	their

own	pockets	or	with	resources	from	their	homes	(these	were	not	audited,	but	perused

and	found	to	have	no	picturebooks	with	protagonists	of	colour).	The	limited	variety

found	in	the	audit	then	had	limle	impact	on	the	reading	prac1ces	within	the	classroom,

as	the	teachers	encouraged	children	to	read	from	the	selec1ons	they	had	built

themselves.	

	

In	terms	of	the	authen1city	of	the	stories	about	people	of	colour	available	to	children,

both	teachers	and	the	headteacher	stated	that	no	prior	research	goes	into	selec1ng

books	and	had	conflic1ng	views	on	the	significance	of	authen1city.	This	may	be	a

reflec1on	of	the	apparent	separa1on	of	literate	experiences	from	other	types	of

experiences	and	be	a	result	of	priori1sing	reading	and	wri1ng	as	mechanical	skills,	or	of

‘learning	to	read’	over	‘reading	to	learn’.	

	

	
7.1.2	Conflic1ng	discourses:	the	place	of	culture	and	difference	in	school7.1.2	Conflic1ng	discourses:	the	place	of	culture	and	difference	in	school

Whereas	the	teachers	and	headteacher	were	keen	to	point	out	the	school’s	cultural

diversity	and	their	efforts	in	crea1ng	a	culturally	responsive	community,	it	was	clear	that

at	Edgefield	there	was	a	par1cular	way	of	perceiving	cultural	difference	that	was	neatly

discernible	yet	pervasive	and	ever-present.	This	was	reflected	in	teachers’	aatudes	to

ques1ons	regarding	the	purposeful	inclusion	or	the	unintended	omission	of	children’s

literature	with	characters	of	colour,	where	they	expressed	that	diversity	is	‘normal’	or

‘everyday	life’	but	yet	it	was	only	ever	explicitly	addressed	via	specific	ac1vi1es	or
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lessons,	such	as	a	school-wide	Language	Day	or	the	first	week	of	the	school	year	when

they	study	the	country	aner	which	the	class	has	been	named.	Other	lessons	during

which	they	thought	it	was	more	appropriate	to	teach	about	diversity	were	Religious

Educa1on	or	PSHE,	and	they	appeared	to	see	diversity	as	a	topic	to	be	taught,	as	they

compared	it	to	sports	and	healthy	ea1ng	when	discussing	their	thoughts	on	diversity	and

children’s	literature.	

	

The	view	of	diversity	as	‘just	normal	everyday	life’	can	be	considered	a	manifesta1on	of	a

colour-blind	ideology.	Although	being	‘colour-blind’	could	be	perceived	as	giving	no

weight	to	racial	or	cultural	difference	when	interac1ng	with	a	person	or	–	in	this	case	—

selec1ng	literature,	it	also	avoids	having	to	engage	with	these	differences	and,	as	in

Mansikka	and	Holm	(2011),	it	allows	them	to	dismiss	the	possibility	that	colour	does

mamer.	It	also	allows	them	to	ignore	a	possible	consequence	of	no1cing	cultural	or	racial

differences	in	literature:	not	dismissing	a	book	but	purposefully	including	it.	Colour-blind

approaches	and	denying	race	or	difference	also	silence	ques1ons	about	systemic	racial

issues	(Kempf,	2013),	as	was	evidenced	by	the	teachers’	inability	or	unwillingness	to	see

underrepresenta1on	in	their	picturebook	offer.	It	has	also	been	suggested	that	this	type

of	approach,	whereas	well-meaning	in	its	intent	to	convey	that	difference	should	not

mamer,	may	instead	contribute	to	the	further	marginalisa1on	of	those	who	fall	outside

the	norm	(Bartoli	and	Michael,	2014)	–	the	norm	in	this	case	being	the	white	Western

child.
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7.1.3	Teacher’s	percep1on	of	how	children	experience	cultural	markers	in	books7.1.3	Teacher’s	percep1on	of	how	children	experience	cultural	markers	in	books	

Similarly	to	the	paradoxical	view	of	culture	and	diversity	being	easily	discernible	and

extricable	yet	pervasive	and	ubiquitous,	teachers’	own	percep1ons	of	whether	or	not

children	would	no1ce	cultural	markers	such	as	race,	names,	dress	or	other	codes

embedded	in	picturebooks	seemed	to	constantly	contradict	themselves.	They	held	a

view	that	younger	children	in	par1cular	would	be	more	suscep1ble	to	no1cing	and

remarking	upon	difference	with	real-life	people	yet	they	seemed	to	believe	that	they

would	not	necessarily	be	able	to	do	the	same	with	people	in	books.	They	argued	that

they	had	not	had	complaints	from	children	before,	and	the	headteacher	suggested	that

perhaps	by	the	1me	they	are	approaching	the	end	of	their	primary	educa1on,	they	have

become	more	‘accep1ng’	that	“this	is	what	books	are	like”.	This	does	not	necessarily

mean	that	this	acceptance	is	something	the	teachers	explicitly	expect	from	the	children,

but	it	reflects	Bourdieu’s	(1977)	concept	of	the	doxa:	if	we	remember,	it	referred	to	the

unques1oned	‘self-evident	and	undisputed’	instruments	of	social	knowledge	which

produce	adherence	to	a	world	from	which	they	are	a	product	and	ensure	its

reproduc1on.	In	this	sense	we	can	say	that	there	is	a	doxic	quality	among	children’s

books	or	the	culture	surrounding	them:	that	there	is	a	standard	way	for	books	or	book

characters	to	be,	which	children	eventually	accept	rather	than	ques1on.	

	

However,	during	classroom	readings	during	which	picturebooks	with	protagonists	of

colour	were	introduced,	children	were	clearly	able	to	draw	links	to	their	personal

knowledges	of	Africa	and	Muslim	countries,	even	going	as	far	as	to	draw	a	similarity
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between	Leon	and	Bob	and	My	Two	Blankets	because	both	stories	tell	of	a	black	child

befriending	a	white	child.	This	was	unsurprising,	as	it	has	been	shown	consistently	in

research	that	children	are	very	much	able	to	see	and	relate	to	difference	(Bigler,	Brown

and	Markell,	2001;	Bumelmann	and	Böhm,	2014).	These	Edgefield	findings	resonated

with	the	conversa1ons	I	had	at	the	London	primary	school	with	a	teacher,	headteacher,

literacy	coordinator	and	diversity	official,	who	recognised	these	problems	as	ones	they

too	had:	the	limited	variety	and	difficult	accessibility	to	picturebooks	reflec1ng	different

cultural	backgrounds;	difficulty	in	integra1ng	new	texts	into	the	classroom	for	which

there	may	not	be	a	variety	of	classroom	resources	available;	and	the	separa1on	of

‘culture’	into	specific	lessons	in	order	to	address	it	discretely.
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The	first	1me	I	amempted	the	book	organising

exercise,	I	took	the	year	2	group	up	to	the	special

room.	It	soon	proved	more	than	I	had	ever	been

accustomed	to	handling.	Faced	with	a	few	books

and	a	new,	exci1ng	environment	during	class

hours,	it	was	like	the	children,	par1cularly	Sam,

had	seized	their	opportunity	to	be	in	control	of

what	was	going	on.	My	notes	from	that	day

reflect	the	intense	frustra1on	I	remember

feeling,	completely	overwhelmed	and	with	limle

control	over	the	situa1on,	and	without	any	real

sense	of	the	use	that	such	a	disorganised	session

might	have.	
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Rather	than	embracing	the	unexpected,	my	fears	got	the	best	of	me,	and	although	I	tried

steering	the	conversa1on	for	some	1me,	instead	I	recorded	ten	minutes	of	children	reading

Jenni	Desmonds’	Red	Cat	Blue	Cat,	laughing,	calling	each	other	Mr	Royce,	and	loudly	yelling	“I’m

from	Scotland!”.		However	confusing	those	few	minutes	were,	though,	later	on,	they	proved

illumina1ng	and	interes1ng.	
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I	would	later	find	out	that	Mr	Royce	was	one	of	the	few	male	school	teachers,	who	was

rather	large	and	had	a	habit	of	making	funny	voices	and	humorous	bits	for	the	children.	As

for	“I’m	from	Scotland”,	it	was	Sam’s	amempt	at	impersona1ng	the	Scoash	groundskeeper

Willie	from	The	Simpsons.

Aner	this	first	amempt	I	changed	my	strategy,	favouring	instead	a	one-on-one	approach:	ask

them	to	rank	the	books	and	proceed	with	the	ques1ons	I	had	wanted	to	ask	ini1ally.	In

hindsight,	of	course,	I	could	have	instead	asked	them	to	organise	them	together,	watch	them

explore	the	books	as	a	group,	or	in	a	context	but,	alas,	this	just	turned	into	a	life	lesson	for

the	novice	researcher.	The	next	day,	I	took	the	children	one	by	one	-	the	year	3s	to	the

special	room	and	the	year	2s	to	the	infant	library	-	and	I	individually	asked	that	they	rank	the

books	from	the	one	they	would	most	want	to	read	to	the	one	they	would	least	like	to	read.

Aner	doing	this,	I	again	asked	if	they	had	any	racial	preference	in	the	books	that	they	liked	to

read,	and	allowed	the	conversa1ons	to	flow	from	their	answers	and	preferences.		
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8.1	Factors	affec1ng	choice8.1	Factors	affec1ng	choice

Children’s	selec1on	processes	when	choosing	a	book	to	read	may	have	echoed	their

interests	in	different	stories,	genres	or	forms	of	storytelling	–	something	which	in	turn

showed	glimpses	of	how	they	nego1ate	their	sense	of	iden1ty.	

	

Par1cipants’	ra1onale	for	choosing	books	ranged	from	the	vague	(“they	look	like	fun”)	to

the	specific	(“…red	is	my	favourite	colour.	And	they're	cats.	And	they're	trying	to	fight

each	other”).	S1ll,	their	choices	when	presented	with	a	small	selec1on	reflected	mostly

personal	reasons	to	choose	a	book	as	their	favourite:	Sydney’s	and	Sam’s	reasoning	was

that	the	book	looked	fun,	Michael’s	that	it	had	cats,	Chelsea’s	was	that	she	loved	the

comics	format	it	offered	at	1mes,	and	Alex,	as	shown	above,	reasoned	that	they	were

red	cats	that	looked	like	they	would	fight.	They	were	all	talking	about	the	same	book,

Jennie	Desmond’s	Red	Cat	Blue	Cat.	It	is	important	s1ll	to	remember	that	this	exercise

involved	a	very	small	selec1on	of	books	of	only	six	books	from	which	to	choose,	and

although	it	was	in	itself	varied,	it	would	be	impossible	for	such	a	small	selec1on	to	easily

and	successfully	accommodate	the	interests	of	different	children.	

	

Their	choice	for	their	least	favourite	book	was	made	by	which	book	most	directly

contradicted	their	most	significant	preferen1al	factor.	For	example,	the	theme	of

friendship	was	most	important	for	Chelsea	to	be	present	in	a	story.	A	book	she	perceived

to	be	about	figh1ng	went	straight	to	the	bomom	of	her	list	for	this	reason.	Sydney	chose

her	least	favourite	similarly,	selec1ng	a	book	that	she	felt	was	misleading	as	it	showed	an
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animal	on	the	cover	but	was	not	actually	about	animals	and	it	did	not	have	many	of

them.	For	Sam	Smith,	whose	most	important	criterion	was	that	the	book	look	“really

funny”,	books	that	looked	boring	were	immediately	dismissed.	Michael	and	Alex

involved	gender	in	their	selec1on	process,	singling	out	books	for	being	“girlish”.	This	was

an	important	factor	that	greatly	influenced	their	choices:	the	first	thing	that	they	did	was

discard	the	ones	they	found	girlish,	with	Michael	also	seang	aside	one	he	found

babyish.		The	role	of	gender	and	age	expecta1ons	throughout	the	project	is	discussed

more	specifically	later	on.	It	is	also	important	to	note	that	whereas	Sam	Smith	had

shown	a	preference	for	a	non-fic1on	dinosaur	book	during	the	observa1on	period,	and	it

has	been	shown	that	boys	tend	to	favour	non-fic1on	over	fic1on	(Davila	&	Patrick,	2010),

the	study’s	focus	on	picture	fic1on	did	not	permit	their	inclusion	within	the	selec1on.	

		

8.2	Race,	cultural	difference	and	choice8.2	Race,	cultural	difference	and	choice	

It	was	of	note	that	although	Michael	noted	his	dislike	of	‘brown	people’,	this	did	not

seem	to	influence	his	book	choices.	The	same	was	true	for	Sam	Smith,	who	said	that	for

him	books	were	bemer	when	they	had	brown	people	(iden1fying	them	as	unfailingly

funnier	than	those	with	peach	people),	and	yet	this	was	not	a	deciding	factor	when

choosing	a	book.	This	contradicts	opinions	as	expressed	by	their	teachers	that	children

might	not	be	able	to	relate	to	books	about	people	of	colour	(Low,	2013)and	that	children

are	unable	to	recognise	difference	in	books.	The	other	children	stated	that	it	did	not

mamer	when	choosing	a	book	as	long	as	it	met	their	criteria	for	a	good	book.

Interes1ngly,	this	posi1on	fits	with	the	colourblind	ideology	previously	observed	in	the
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way	teachers	spoke	about	difference	and	diversity:	when	asked	why	it	did	not	mamer,

Chelsea	explained:	“because	that's	how	people	are	born”.	The	assump1on	of	a	neutral

posi1on	on	the	subject	also	suggests	a	colourblind	stance,	as	the	teachers	explained:	

“We	talk	to	the	children,	we	do	PSHE,	when	we	talk	about...	everyone	can	look	different,

I've	got	brown	hair,	I	wear	glasses,	people	have	different	colour	skin...	doesn’t	mean

we're	any	different	inside,	we're	s1ll	a	person,	we	s1ll	have	a	heart,	we	s1ll	have	the

same	things...”	(Ms	Wilson,	Y2)
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The	place	of	brownnessThe	place	of	brownness	

If	one	were	to	trace	back	from	the	‘fic1onal	histories’	or	‘historical	fic1ons’	that	lives

become	aner	media1ng	our	self-interpreta1ons	(our	understandings	of	who	we	are)	in

historical	narra1ves	(Ricoeur,	1992),	one	might	be	able	to	glimpse	at	images	of	these

self-understandings	from	how	Sydney	(and	all	children	in	this	study)	constructs	her

understanding	of	herself	and	her	place	in	the	world.	

Throughout	the	study,	Sydney	seemed	to	have	a	conflicted,	yet	quiet	and	deeply	private

rela1onship	with	her	own	brownness.	For	the	most	part,	it	seemed	to	be	a	subject	that

was	present	in	its	absence.	Sydney	avoided	books	with	brown	characters,	coloured

herself	peach	in	drawings,	and	rejected	the	no1on	of	crea1ng	a	book	or	characters	that

were	explicitly	and	visually	based	on	a	her.	The	few	1mes	Sydney	spoke	about	her

brownness,	it	seemed	that	the	feelings	and	stories	she	had	amached	to	it	were	saturated

with	pain,	struggle	and	rejec1on.	The	1me	she	had	been	rejected	from	playing	at	school

for	being	brown.	The	1me	her	neighbours	had	rejected	her	mother	for	being	brown.	The

1es	of	brownness	to	Venezuela,	which	she	had	only	visited	once,	and	the	memories	of	it

included	playing	under	the	sun,	but	also	hiding	from	gunfire	under	a	bed	with	her

mother.	Her	maternal	uncle,	who	had	been	killed	there	before	she	was	even	born,	and

who	she	regremed	not	having	met.	

Sydney	openly	spoke	about	ha1ng	war,	and	her	dislike	of	the	videogame	Minecran,	of
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which	Chelsea	and	Sam	were	big	fans,	because	it	included	killing.	Yet	she	very	rarely

spoke	of	brownness,	or	pointed	it	out	in	any	overt	way.	Throughout	the	observa1on

period,	what	at	first	seemed	to	be	a	simple	inclina1on	for	familiarity	or	an	o¤and

preference	for	one	book	which	looked	‘bemer’	than	another,	eventually	began	to	appear

as	a	tendency	to	eschew	books	with	brown	people	on	the	cover.	It	first	happened	when

she	set	aside	The	New	Small	Person	in	favour	of	a	Charlie	and	Lola	story,	and	later

repeated	itself	with	various	other	books.	Indeed,	when	asked	about	it,	she	only

remembered	one	book	with	brown	people	which	she	had	liked	–	an	unfortunate

connec1on	she	made	to	Anthony	Browne’s	monkeys	in	Willy	and	Hugh.	

Despite	her	ini1al	rejec1on	of	The	New	Small	Person,	Sydney	embraced	it	greatly	aner

her	teacher	introduced	it	in	a	class	reading.	The	idea	was	to	probe	theories	of	cogni1ve

percep1on	and	empathy	with	outsider	groups,	as	most	children	in	the	class	were	white.

Children	in	the	class	appeared	to	respond	posi1vely	to	the	ques1ons	asked	by	the

teacher,	playing	with	ideas	about	the	feelings	the	characters	may	harbour	and	sharing

stories	of	their	own	experiences	with	baby	siblings.	They	made	inferences	about	the

character’s	ra1onale,	feelings	and	choices.	At	least	on	a	surface	level,	the	children	did

not	appear	to	think	any	less	of	his	feelings	and	experiences	than	their	own.	

I	then	revisited	the	book	with	the	year	2	group,	in	a	discussion	exercise	during	which

Sydney	and	Chelsea	re-read	the	book,	and	we	proceeded	to	discuss	aspects	of	it:	the

characters’	costumes,	the	rela1onship	between	the	siblings	in	the	book,	and	how	they
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posi1oned	themselves	with	rela1on	to	the	characters	in	the	book.	Sydney’s	aatude

towards	it	had	now	changed	completely.	She	hugged	the	book,	kissed	the	illustra1ons	of

the	baby,	played	at	ea1ng	the	jellybeans	that	decorated	the	pages	and	even	ranked	it

second	when	we	did	the	book	selec1on	exercise.	Her	complete	change	of	perspec1ve	on

this	book	was,	for	me,	only	explainable	through	her	teacher’s	valida1on	of	the	book	by

reading	it	to	the	class.	Perhaps	one	could	simply	say	that	the	class	reading	forced	her	to

give	the	book	the	opportunity	to	cap1vate	her,	and	that	her	rela1onship	with	brownness

or	race	has	no	rela1on	to	the	book	or	her	feelings	towards	it.	However,	I	believe	that

would	be	exactly	that:	simple,	simplis1c,	an	interpreta1on	that,	much	like	a	colourblind

view	of	race	and	difference,	glosses	over	aspects	of	Sydney’s	history	in	Italy	(where	she

cannot	remember	ever	seeing	a	brown	person),	her	history	in	Venezuela	(where	she

does,	but	the	memories	are	linked	to	pain	and	fear	which	are,	quite	possibly,	ongoing

through	her	family	rela1onships	and	the	worsening	condi1ons	of	the	country),	and	her

history	in	England	(where	she	and	her	mother	have	both	been	rejected	at	least	once	for

being	brown).	

Character	construc1onCharacter	construc1on	

Posi1oning	Sydney’s	own	book	in	this	space	of	tension	also	allows	for	an	interes1ng

interpreta1on	of	her	vision	of	herself	as	a	child,	and	also	of	herself	as	a	character.			The

character	she	eventually	created	for	her	book,	Lilly,	func1oned	in	effect	as	a	stand-in	for

herself.	Her	book	tells	the	story	of	a	day	in	the	life	of	Lilly,	a	schoolgirl	who	Sydney

described	as	nice	and	who	likes	“to	make	toys	for	the	children	who	don’t	have	anything”.
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Figure	6	-	Sydney's	story	The	Mean	Girl
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	As	the	story	begins	(fig.	6)	TD	Baby,	the	main	antagonist,	is	being	reprimanded	for

reasons	unknown	while	Lilly	is	‘doing	her	work’.	Lilly	is	indeed	so	du1ful	in	doing	her

work,	that	her	teacher	is	proud	and	she	wins	a	headteacher’s	award.	However,	this	joyful

moment	does	not	last	long:	TD	Baby	steals	the	award,	and	promptly	replaces	it	with	a

fake	one.	TD	Baby,	who	does	not	like	Lilly,	onen	tells	lies	that	get	Lilly	into	trouble,

disturbs	the	class	and	stomps	her	feet.	Upon	the	arrival	of	a	new	girl	who	Lilly	wants	to

befriend,	TD	Baby	even	goes	out	of	her	way	to	pretend	to	be	sad,	in		order	to	gain

sympathy	from	teachers	and	from	the	newcomer	in	the	face	of	her	most	recent	bad

deed.	Without	the	issue	being	resolved,	the	school	day	ends,	which	makes	Lilly	happy	as

she	heads	home	with	her	father.	On	the	way	there,	they	get	a	pet	dog,	and	Lilly

ul1mately	gets	a	haircut	before	geang	to	bed.	

Star1ng	from	the	cover,	Lilly’s	uncomfortable	posi1on	in	the	story	is	self-evident:	she

features	greatly	in	the	cover,	surrounded	by	love	hearts	and	colours,	and	yet	the	book	is

en1tled	The	Mean	Girl.	The	first	one	to	no1ce	this	discrepancy	was	Chelsea,	who

ques1oned	Sydney	about	her	choice,	only	to	receive	a	shrug	and	silence	for	an	answer.

The	first	character	to	become	established	in	the	book	is	indeed	this	mean	girl,	TD	Baby,

whose	goal	appears	to	be	to	create	trouble	for	Lilly.	The	blonde	TD	Baby	is	the	main

feature	of	the	story	for	the	en1re	school	sec1on.	She	is	a	bully,	and	the	book	is	named

aner	her,	and	yet	the	main	character	is	actually	Lilly,	the	du1ful	girl	who	works	hard	in

the	background	only	to	have	her	achievement	taken	from	her.
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As	a	character,	Lilly	speaks	of	diligence,	hard	work,	and	innocence	which,	incidentally,

seem	to	reflect	her	favourite	Disney	Princess,	the	helpful	and	kind	Snow	White.	Lilly’s

du1ful	nature	is	directed	towards	the	school	environment	(as	she	does	her	work	and

earns	a	headteacher’s	award),	but	it	is	during	the	whole	first	half	of	the	book,	when	she

is	in	this	environment,	where	TD	Baby	steals	not	just	the	award,	but	the	en1re	spotlight.

Even	though	Lilly	works	hard	and	behaves	well,	within	the	environment	in	which	she

wants	to	succeed	she	is	effec1vely	a	suppor1ng	character.	Her	story	only	really	begins	as

soon	as	the	school	closes,	leaving	her	conflict	unresolved	–	or	rather	solved	by	physically

distancing	herself	from	it—,	and	Lilly	goes	home	with	her	father,	geang	a	pet	along	the

way.	

However,	none	of	these	ac1ons	seem	to	have	any	par1cular	drive	or	reason.	Contrary	to

the	fluidity	of	the	story	that	unfolds	in	school	(working	hard	and	earning	an	award	only

to	be	derailed	by	an	antagonist	who	thereaner	pretends	to	be	sad	only	to	get	back	in

everyone’s	good	graces),	Lilly’s	story	aner	leaving	school	has	clear,	unconnected	steps:

school	is	closed,	get	a	pet,	buy	a	dog,	go	home,	sleep.	The	pet	store-dog	purchase

sequence	was	not	even	originally	a	part	of	the	story.	Sydney	only	drew	those	pages	at

the	end,	upon	suddenly	no1cing	two	empty	pages	in	the	middle	of	her	dummy	book	–

she	had	started	gluing	pictures	in	the	back	and	then	at	the	front,	and	they	failed	to	meet

in	between.	Originally,	Lilly	len	school,	went	home	and	slept.	Lilly	is	constructed	as	a

suppor1ng	character	in	her	own	story.	

		

Aner	comple1ng	the	books,	Sydney	and	I	went	to	the	infant	library	with	her	friend
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Summer,	aner	whom	she	had	ul1mately	named	the	new	girl	who	arrives	in	Lilly’s	school.

Summer	was	blonde	and	loud,	and	was	excited	to	read	Sydney’s	book.	Both	girls	giggled

as	they	flipped	through	the	pages.	Sydney	explained	to	Summer	all	about	the	bad	things

that	TD	Baby	onen	did,	and	Summer	delighted	in	having	a	character	named	aner	her.

Then	Summer	declared	she	wanted	to	make	the	book	‘bemer’.	She	took	out	a	mechanical

pencil,	and	she	giggled	as	she	went	through	all	the	pages,	modifying	the	drawings.

Sydney	mostly	sat	quietly	by	her	side,	smiling	and	giggling	at	some	of	the	modifica1ons,

and	asking	her	not	to	draw	on	some	pages	which	were	her	favourite,	such	as	the	dog,

(figs.	7	and	8)	to	no	avail.	I	sat	quietly,	observing	and	making	notes,	fuming	from	seeing

Summer	scribble	all	over	the	book	Sydney	had	so	carefully	put	together	and	which	she

had	longed	to	show	to	her	mother,	and	pondering	the	research	ramifica1ons	of	my

Figure	7	-	before	Summer Figure	8	-	aner	Summer
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inappropriate	yet	unavoidable	fuming.	In	the	end,	Sydney	had	brought	Summer	her	book

and	sat	down	with	her,	to	play	the	suppor1ng	character	to	Summer’s	book	modifica1on.	

Gender	construc1ons	Gender	construc1ons	

In	all	the	drawings	Sydney	and	I	made	together,	female	characters	featured	prominently,

and	always	with	a	few	things	in	common:	they	always	had	long	hair,	and	they	always

wore	dresses.	Onen	they	also	featured	long	lashes,	and	on	occasion	they	would	feature

rosy	cheeks.	These	codifica1ons	of	femininity	were	key	in	her	visual	vocabulary	for

represen1ng	femininity	(Cohn,	2013),	and	to	me	were	most	obvious	when	she	chose	to

draw	me,	at	a	1me	when	I	had	very	short	hair	and	rarely	wore	dresses,	with	a	dress	and

Figure	9-	Sydney's	female	characters
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long	black	hair.	It	occurred	to	me	later	that	Sydney	was	very	rarely	seen	in	trousers:	only

occasionally	did	she	wear	shorts	or	playsuits	during	own-clothes	Fridays,	but	usually	she

wore	skirts,	boots	or	black	Mary	Janes	with	flowers,	and	bows	or	flowery	clips	in	her	hair.

	

This	par1cular	codifica1on	of	femininity	includes	codes	for	masculinity,	which	is

constructed	as	a	denial	of	the	feminine.	Sydney	evidenced	some	of	this	type	of	thinking

while	discussing	The	New	Small	Person	with	Chelsea	(C)	and	Sam	Smith	(SS),	when	she

pointed	at	the	main	character	on	the	book	cover	and	asked	if	he	was	a	boy	or	a	girl:

S:	yeah!	(giggles)	if	it	was	one	on	the	front,	then	-	you'd	really	-	I	want	to	know!	Uuhh…	is

that	actually…	um,	a	girl	or	a	boy?	

C:	Boy.	

SS:	Boy	

I	(to	S):	what	do	you	think?	

S:	girl.	It’s	wearing	pink!	

SS:	Is	Elmore	a	girl?	It’s	a	boy!	

I	(to	S):	So	you	think	boys	don’t	wear	pink?	

SS:	Boys	–	I	wear	–	I	wear	pink.	

S	(to	SS):	OK,	you’re	a	girl.	

SS:	No	I'm	not.	

(S	giggles)	

C:	I	don’t	wear	pink.
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SS	(poin1ng	to	I):	She	doesn’t	wear	pink!	

C:	I	don't	wear	pink.	

SS:	Doesn’t	mean	I’m	not	a	boy!	

C:	I	don’t	have	short	hair	like	that	(gathers	her	hair	atop	her	head).	

SS	(to	S):	You	wear	blue!	You	like	purple.	

C:	Boys	don’t	have	bows	on	their	shoes.	

S:	Yeah!	

SS:	Some1mes	they	do!	

C:	some1mes…	

S:	We	don’t	even	know	if	it’s	a	girl.	

C:	Boys	wear	skirts	some1mes	in	Scotland.	

I:	That’s	true,	they	do.	

C:	I	wear	shorts,	and	trousers	–	I	don’t	have	much	dresses	in	my	closet,	I	only	like	

trousers	and	shorts	–	I	only	got	one	pair	of	shorts.	

S:	really?	Why	can’t	your	mum	buy	you	more?	

C:	…	I	don’t	know!	(they	burst	into	laughter)	

Whereas	it	is	implausible	that	these	apparently	rigid	gender	construc1ons	are	actually

that	strict	for	Sydney,	I	believe	it	represents	the	way	in	which	she	constructs	her	own

femininity,	and	not	necessarily	‘femininity’	at	large.	For	example,	she	has	no	trouble

construc1ng	Chelsea,	who	dislikes	dresses	and	cut	her	hair	short	mid-project,	as	a	girl,	or

construc1ng	me	as	one.	Yet	she	did	have	trouble	represen1ng	me	as	a	girl	without	those
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markers	of	femininity	–	similarly	to	how	I	have	re-represented	them	in	my	comics

through	my	own	mask,	Sydney	reconstructed	me,	herself	and	her	mother,	through	her

own.	

In	between	the	purple	traces,	Sydney’s	drawing-mother	has	peach	skin.	So	do	I,	and

looking	closely	at	Sydney,	she	has	tried	to	make	herself	peach,	too,	even	though	it	was

smudged	with	black	pen.	We	all	have	long	hair	and	dresses.	Her	mother	is	partly	purple,

which	is	Sydney’s	favourite	colour	and	which	she	chose	on	purpose.	Yet,	most	interes1ng

is	Sydney’s	representa1ons	of	her	mask	which	manifest	through	Lilly,	a	secondary

character	in	her	own	story,	and	which	reflects	aspects	of	her	self-understanding	and	her

sense	of	belonging.
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Because	of	an	unfortunate	delay	in	obtaining	consent	from	Chelsea	(the	school

temporarily	misplaced	the	returned	form	in	which	her	parents	had	authorised	her

par1cipa1on),	we	were	unable	to	carry	out	a	‘drawing	ourselves’	session.	However,

Chelsea’s	other	sessions	were	sufficient	for	glimpsing	into	her	rela1onships	with	books,

literacy	and	aspects	of	herself.	

Like	all	other	children	in	the	project,	Chelsea’s	rela1onship	with	picturebooks	started

from	a	place	that	associated	‘reading’	to	decoding	print	text.	However,	as	a	keen	reader

of	different	kinds	of	books	and	a	prolific	decoder,	she	seemed	more	at	ease	and	eager	to

jump	into	the	ac1vity	than	other	children,	including	Sydney.	Chelsea	was	not	only	an

avid	consumer	of	stories,	but	an	avid	creator	as	well,	and	she	used	every	opportunity	to

try	to	create	one,	even	trying	to	give	storylines	to	Sydney	and	Sam	Smith	–	even	though

it	was	always	the	same	type	of	story.	Since	before	star1ng	to	make	books,	during	the

ranking	exercise,	Chelsea	stated	which	kind	of	story	she	was	going	to	write	upon	star1ng

the	project:	it	would	be	a	story	about	friendship,	her	favourite	kind,	and	a	“real	story

from	life”.	It	is	unclear	whose	life	she	meant,	but	in	a	way,	it	ends	up	being	a	story	of	her

life.	

Like	Naomi	and	Michael	did	in	Year	3,	Chelsea	enjoyed	reading	at	home	and	had	started

making	her	own	books.	Throughout	the	project,	she	spoke	about	the	different	books	she

had	been	wri1ng:	The	Lucky	Starfish,	which	had	a	very	small	baby	character;	a	story

about	twins	who	discover	each	other	for	the	first	1me	by	comparing	their	similar
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birthmarks;	and	Owlet’s	New	Hat,	which	she	wrote	for	me	and	which	featured	a	limle

owl	who	was	afraid	of	the	dark	and	befriended	a	girl	called	Dorithy	Blue.	Chelsea	had	an

interest	in	different	forms	of	storytelling,	and	had	read	a	variety	of	picturebooks	and

chapter	books,	enjoyed	reading	comics,	watched	television	programmes	and	films	above

her	age	group,	and	played	videogames,	such	as	Minecran,	through	which	she	regularly

interacted	with	peers.	In	this	way,	Chelsea’s	literate	knowledge	was	aligned	with	school

literacies,	but	also	went	beyond	them	and	explored	a	variety	of	other	forms	of

storytelling,	which	informed	the	way	in	which	she	would	go	on	to	approach	the

picturebook	project.	

Chelsea’s	approach	appears	to	reflect	a	use	of	the	project	as	a	kind	of	playground	in

which	to	put	to	use	the	different	literary	conven1ons	which	she	had	learned,	mixing

favourite	themes	with	a	playful	use	of	fonts,	structures	and	composi1ons	on	the	page,

and	on	occasion	copying	techniques	and	features	that	she	liked.	This,	in	par1cular,	is

how	I	interpret	her	construc1on	of	both	her	character	and	her	book,	Chelsea’s	Drama.

Both	the	story	and	the	character,	named	Chelsea	Feona	Victoria	(or	‘Book	Chelsea’),

reflect	her	adop1on	of	themes	and	tropes	from	a	favourite	book	of	hers,	Rachel	Renee

Russell’s	Dork	Diaries,	for	crea1ng	a	story	about	herself.	However,	I	do	not	suppose	that

Chelsea	merely	adapted	the	characters,	themes	and	situa1ons	from	Dork	Diaries

straighworwardly,	but	rather	that	she	wore	it	as	a	way	of	exploring	herself,	in	a	way

similar	to	how	one	may	put	on	a	spacesuit	to	explore	a	faraway	planet.
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Dork	DiariesDork	Diaries	

In	Rachel	Renee	Russell’s	chapter	book	series	Dork	Diaries,	14-year-old	Nikki	Maxwell	is	a

new	student	at	a	private	middle	school,	where	she	has	trouble	fiang	in	amongst	the	rich

students	who	wear	designer	clothes.	The	main	antagonist	is	MacKenzie	Hollister,	who

Nikki	describes	as	‘a	pit	bull	in	glimery	eye	shadow	and	Jimmy	Choo	flip-flops’.

MacKenzie	has	rich	parents	and	is	the	most	popular	girl	in	school,	and	has	a	mission	to

make	Nikki’s	life	miserable.	Nikki	eventually	learns	to	embrace	her	dorky	side,

befriending	Zoey	and	Chloe,	and	living	out	a	stream	of	middle	school	adventures

throughout	the	book	series.	

It	would	seem	that	this	is	the	template	that	Chelsea	follows	to	create	her	main	character,

her	antagonist	and	her	main	story	arc.	Her	main	character,	Chelsea	Feona	Victoria,	is	a

teenage	girl	who	is	new	at	school.	She	is	shy	and	wears	unfashionable	ouwits,	and

Chelsea	describes	her	as	‘totally	speechless’		(fig.	10).		Book	Chelsea	bears	some

similari1es	to	Real	Chelsea:	both	like	to	create	things,	and	they	are	both	shy	and	enjoy

par1es.	Book	Chelsea’s	necklace	is	special,	as	it	represents	Real	Chelsea’s	family:	her

family	colour,	she	says,	is	blue,	whereas	green	is	her	grandmother’s	favourite	colour.

Physically,	both	have	blue	eyes	and	blonde	hair,	although	by	Real	Chelsea’s	descrip1on,

her	own	hair	is	more	“white	with	a	drop	of	yellow”.	Book	Chelsea	bears	similari1es	as

well	to	the	Nikki	Maxwell	character:	both	are	clumsy	blondes	with	wavy	hair,	teenagers,

new	in	school	and	having	a	hard	1me	making	friends	and	fiang	in.	Book	Chelsea	is

drawn	with	a	sad	look	on	purpose,	because	she	is	sad	at	the	beginning	of	the	story.
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Figure	10	-	Chelsea's	character,	Chelsea	Feona	Victoria
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Chelsea’s	main	antagonist	is	Honey	Maxwell,	who	is	named	aner	Nikki	Maxwell,	even

though	that	is	the	end	of	their	similari1es.	Honey	would	seem	to	be	modelled	aner

MacKenzie	Hollister,	the	Dork	Diaries	antagonist:	unlike	the	‘good	girls’,	she	wears	lots	of

makeup,	she	is	popular,	and	is	aggressive	towards	book	Chelsea.	Honey	is	not	just

inherently	bad,	and	Chelsea	gives	her	a	small	reason	for	her	poor	behaviour	on	the	day

in	which	book	Chelsea	arrives	in	her	new	school:	her	new	baby	brother	arrives	on	the

same	day	as	her	birthday.	However,	Chelsea	later	explained	this	as	something	that

happened	in	Honey’s	past,	although	it	seems	to	be	a	significant	drive	behind	her

antagonis1c	nature.	In	Chelsea’s	story	(fig.	11),	new	student	Chelsea	Feona	Victoria

arrives	in	the	new	school,	where	she	is	bullied	by	Honey	Maxwell	and	the	other	children

laugh	at	her	for	wearing	unfashionable	clothes.	However,	not	all	children	are	mean,	and

a	girl	named	Nana	befriends	Book	Chelsea	and	takes	her	clothes	shopping,	giving	her	a

makeover	that	wows	all	of	the	other	students	when	they	return	to	school.	Honey

Maxwell	is	not	just	unimpressed	by	the	makeover,	but	so	incensed	that	she	swells	up	in

anger,	growing	bigger	fangs	and	clenching	her	fists.	As	she	prepares	to	fight	with	Book

Chelsea,	another	new	girl,	Dorithy,	arrives	in	school.	Dorithy	is	bald	because	she	has

cancer,	and	she	quickly	becomes	friends	with	Book	Chelsea	and	Nana,	and	in	the	end,

her	hair	grows	back,	indica1ng	that	she	is	once	again	healthy	and	all	is	well.	

Chelsea’s	story	is	similar	to	the	plot	of	Dork	Diaries	–	the	story	of	the	unpopular	girl	who

overcomes	her	loneliness	and	makes	friends,	much	to	the	chagrin	of	the	antagonists.

Irrespec1ve	of	whether	or	not	this	may	be	Chelsea’s	own	story,	I	believe	that	it	is	one
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Figure	11	-	Chelsea's	story,	Chelsea's	Drama
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she	uses	to	explore	both	herself	as	a	person	and	in	her	world,	and	herself	as	a	writer	and

creator	of	stories.	Several	of	the	devices	she	uses,	such	as	the	characters	with	large

heads	and	eyes	and	the	frames	with	only	floa1ng	heads,	are	ones	she	is	accustomed	to

using:	she	likes	drawing	comics	before	bed,	and	she	draws	all	the	heads	first.	The	large-

eyed	depic1ons	are	ones	she	learned	in	her	art	club,	and	which	she	likes	exploring	with

regularity.	Chelsea	uses	her	knowledge	of	crea1ng	comics	to	approach	the	making	of	a

storyboard,	and	therefore	uses	other	comic	devices,	such	as	thinking	bubbles,	to	explore

this	new	territory.	When	she	later	moved	on	to	draw	pages	for	her	final	book,	she

experimented	with	large	drawings	juxtaposed	with	smaller,	sequen1al	visual	narra1ves

interspersed	with	blocks	of	text	and	onomatopoeic	bubble	wri1ng,	assigning	par1cular

fonts	to	characters.	The	use	of	newly-learned	crosshatching	around	a	jealous	Honey

Maxwell	in	order	to	emphasise	her	quickly	bubbling	anger	also	signals	understanding	of

a	par1cular	visual	tool	for	communica1on.	Composi1ons	that	quickly	transi1on	from	one

ac1on	to	the	next	in	the	same	panel	to	indicate	the	quick	passing	of	narra1ve	1me

(although	not	story	1me	–	the	difference	being	that	although	the	characters	may	take

hours	to	complete	the	ac1ons,	the	intricacies	of	how	they	happened	are	not	relevant	to

the	greater	story	and	so	they	can	be	quickly	summarised	narra1vely),	or	those	which

divide	a	single	frame	to	juxtapose	two	contras1ng	ac1ons	or	characters	and

subsequently	bring	them	face	to	face,	show	a	fairly	sophis1cated	understanding	of	visual

communica1on,	even	if	she	may	not	be	able	to	verbalise	the	reasons	for	those

composi1onal	choices.
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In	the	late	and	unexpected	appearance	of	Dorithy,	the	reader	gets	a	glimpse	of	how

Chelsea	brings	herself	and	her	life	into	her	picturebook	making.	Dorithy,	who	arrives

near	the	end	only	to	become	friends	with	Book	Chelsea	and	Nana,	is	described	as	having

cancer	–	cancer	being,	in	Chelsea’s	understanding,	an	illness	which	causes	a	person	to

lose	all	of	their	hair.	The	weekend	before	the	session	in	which	Dorithy	first	appears,

Chelsea	had	a	garage	sale	with	a	few	family	members	in	which	they	had	made	£17,

which	they	then	donated	to	Cancer	Research.	From	this	experience,	Chelsea	had

surmised	that	people	who	had	cancer	were	losing	their	hair,	and	felt	that	they	rarely	got

to	see	people	with	their	kind	of	hair	in	books,	for	which	reason	she	had	wanted	to

include	a	person	with	cancer	in	her	story.	

		

“Heart	on	her	sleeve”“Heart	on	her	sleeve”

Throughout	the	project,	Chelsea	constantly	supported	Sam	and	Sydney	with	their

spelling,	reading	and	stories,	engaged	in	their	games	and	proposed	new	ones,	and

progressively	became	amached	to	me	and	to	the	ac1vity.	She	onen	voiced	her	wish	that

the	project	would	never	end,	that	summer	would	never	come,	that	she	would	get	to

con1nue	to	make	books	together	forever	instead	of	going	to	Thailand	and	Poland	for	a

holiday,	that	I	would	come	to	her	house	in	the	anernoons	so	we	could	make	books

together.	When	I	commented	on	this	to	her	teacher,	she	said	she	“carried	her	heart	on

her	sleeve”.	Chelsea’s	teacher,	Ms	Wilson,	was	pregnant	throughout	most	of	the	project,

and	Chelsea	had	already	become	amached	to	her	baby	and	was	kniang	it	a	sweater.	

Because	of	Chelsea’s	great	interest	in	friendship	themes,	it	was	not	unexpected	that
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friendship	itself	would	be	greatly	important	to	her.	She	had	a	best	friend	in	her	class,

Madison,	with	whom	she	read	during	breaks	and	had	most	of	her	childhood	adventures.

She	was	also	good	friends	with	Sam,	and	they	played	Minecran	together,	although	she

had	recently	dropped	her	iPad,	preven1ng	them	for	playing	much	for	some	1me.

Through	the	project,	she	also	grew	close	to	Sydney.	Chelsea	not	only	showed	her	caring

nature	by	suppor1ng	her	peers,	but	she	also	made	several	displays	of	affec1on	in	the

form	of	scribbling	on	the	board	about	how	great	they	were.	Eventually,	she	started	doing

the	same	with	me:	she	wrote	Owlet’s	New	Hat	to	bring	to	me,	and	she	delivered	it	first

thing	on	that	day	along	with	a	few	flowers	she	had	picked	from	the	fields	surrounding

the	school.		Her	next	gin	was	a	card	which	she	had	been	meant	to	make	for	Father’s	Day.

Instead,	she	gined	it	to	me,	hiding	behind	some	chairs	to	paint	her	lips	with	red	pen	so

she	could	leave	kisses	on	the	card.	Aner	that,	her	mum	forbade	her	from	using	my	pens

for	her	book,	and	she	started	bringing	her	own.	Finally,	on	one	par1cular	day,	Chelsea’s

shows	of	affec1on	began	to	take	a	worrying	turn.	

During	a	bookmaking	session,	Chelsea	stood	up	from	her	chair	and	walked	to	the

chalkboard.	On	it	she	drew	a	big	heart,	and	started	wri1ng	inside	of	it.

S:	what	are	you	doing?	"...I	love...	Andrea."	And	Sam,	I	think	she's	gonna	write.	Oh	yeah,	

Sydney.	Yaay!	[I	chuckle]	

Aner	this,	Chelsea	returned	to	her	seat.	Sydney	stood	up,	and	added	"and	Chelsea"	at

the	end,	inside	of	Chelsea’s	drawing.	Chelsea	watched	her	wri1ng,	and	promptly	got	up,
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saying:	"oh	I	thought	you	were	about	to	write	in	there...	this	isn't	true!"	

I:	why	did	you	put	that?	

C:	I	writ	"+Chelsea"	crossed.	

I:	But	why	did	you	cross	it?	

C:	Because	you	two	are	the	best,	bemer	than	me.	

S:	Nooooo!	

I:	No,	we're	not!	

S:	You're	the	best!	

I:	yeah!		

Chelsea	sat	back	down,	and	Sydney	stood	up	and	marched	again	to	the	blackboard,

decided	to	make	her	point	that	Chelsea	was	the	best.	She	grabbed	the	pen,	and

painstakingly	whispered	phone1c	spellings	to	herself	as	she	wrote	‘Chelsea	is	brilliant’.	

I:	That's	very	nice!	And	true!	

S:	Mhm!	that's	true,	Chelsea	is	brilliant!	

C:	What?	[Chelsea	reads	it,	mumbles	“no”	and	walks	up	to	the	board.	She	rubs	it	with

her	finger,	modifying	the	lemers]	

I:	What	are	you	doing?!	

S:	She's	wri1ng	silly...	

I:	Stop	wri1ng	silly,	you're	not	silly!	

C:	Yaay!	

I:	Nooo!
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S:	Silly...	

I:	You	can't	change	that,	because	that's	what	Sydney	thinks;	she	thinks	you're	brilliant,

not	silly.	Right?	

C:	I	think	I'm	silly.	

I:	Why	do	you	think	you're	silly?	

C:	Cos	you're	really	nice.	

I:	That	doesn't	make	you	silly.	

C:	Like,	you're	brilliant,	you	both	are.	

S:	You're	super	fantas1c,	really!	

C:	You're	siiiilly.	I'm	silly!	

S	[giggling]:	No	you	aren't!	

This	kind	of	speech	repeated	itself	on	various	occasions,	in	which	Chelsea	repeatedly

described	herself	compara1vely	to	others,	describing	herself	as	the	polar	opposite.	And

if	her	friends	were	brilliant,	and	she	was	the	opposite,	she	must	be	silly.	Another

instance	of	this	occurred	when	she	showed	her	story	to	her	friend	Astrid.	Instead	of

walking	Astrid	through	her	story,	Chelsea	nervously	blitzed	past,	before	turning	over	one

of	her	storyboard	sheets	and	doodling	a	big	heart	(fig.	12).	Although	at	the	top	of	her

drawing	she	had	wrimen	“Andrea	+	Astrid	+	Chelsea”,	she	s1ll	took	to	the	bomom	of	the

page	to	write	in	small	lemers	“Not	Chelsea!!!	Laser	poo!!!”.	Aner	this,	she	stood	up

crying	that	she	wanted	to	stay	in	the	project	forever,	walked	to	one	of	the	drawers	that

lined	the	sides	of	the	infant	library,	opened	one,	and	tried	to	get	inside	of	it	and	close	it.	I

asked	Astrid	to	return	to	her	classroom,	and	helped	Chelsea	get	out	of	the	drawer	while	I

tried	to	talk	her	out	of	her	bad	mood.	Aner	I	delivered	her	to	her	class	aner	this	incident,
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I	informed	her	teacher	of	Chelsea’s	worrying	language.	

Book	Chelsea	was	not	much	luckier	than	Real	Chelsea	in	the	things	that	she	was	called,

as	it	is	evidenced	in	the	cover	of	Chelsea’s	book	(fig.	13).	The	arrows	were	telling	only

when	being	made:	each	1me,	they	pointed	at	her,	no	mamer	how	she	1lted	the	paper.

Chelsea’s	inventory	of	rude	words	to	call	herself	suggested	a	conflicted	rela1onship	with

herself,	which	without	a	psychological	framework	would	be	difficult	to	explore,	but	into

which	I	believe	her	story	gives	some	insight.	Like	Nikki	Maxwell,	Book	Chelsea	arrives	in	a

Figure	12	-	Chelsea's	heart	drawing
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place	where	she	feels	unwanted,	bullied	and	tormented	by	others.	They	both	meet	kind

people	there,	who	help	them	navigate	this	new	place	and	offer	their	friendship	and

companionship.	Through	living	the	story	of	Nikki	Maxwell,	Book	Chelsea	encounters

difficul1es	fiang	in	and	finding	her	place	in	her	new	world,	un1l	her	new	friends	help

her	find	it.	If	Real	Chelsea	suffers	from	this	sense	of	dis-belonging,	then	her	preference

for	friendship	themes	might	reflect	a	desire	to	live	what	Nikki	Maxwell	has	had	the	luck

to	feel:	that	her	friends	give	her	a	place	in	which	she	can	belong.

Figure	13	-	Chelsea's	book	cover
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During	the	observa1ons	period,	I	tried	to	understand	Sam’s	rela1onship	with	books.	By

his	account,	he	had	few	picturebooks	at	home,	but	at	least	one	story	book	without

pictures	that	his	dad	had	brought,	and	that	he	was	sure	was	about	brown	people

because	it	was	funny.		Unlike	Sydney,	Sam	never	seemed	to	be	conflicted	about	his

brown	skin,	proudly	announcing	a	preference	for	brown	because	it	was	his	colour	and

directly	associa1ng	the	most	important	characteris1c	a	book	should	have	in	his

apprecia1on	–	humour	—	with	brownness.		His	unproblema1sed	approach	to	skin	colour

was	exemplified	in	his	family	portrait.	In	it,	his	and	his	brother’s	skin	are	outlined	in	a

light	shade	of	brown,	his	mother	in	peach	and	his	father	in	black.	His	mother’s	face,

which	is	outlined	in	black,	was	a	mistake:	he	had	ini1ally	wanted	to	make	that	one	his

dad,	but	forgot	and	added	purple	hair,	so	con1nued	the	drawing	in	peach	(peach	top,

peach	legs)	to	turn	it	into	his	mother.	His	father’s	wearing	a	pink	top	exemplifies	Sam’s

aatudes	to	gender	markers	which	would	surface	later	while	discussing	The	New	Small

Person,	and	which	were	discussed	in	Sydney’s	chapter:	wearing	pink	does	not	make	one

a	boy,	but	it	also	does	not	deny	masculinity.	Whereas	we	never	returned	to	the

discussion	to	find	out	what	did	indeed	make	a	boy,	Sam’s	stern	rejec1on	of	these

tradi1onal	markers	(wearing	pink	or	bows	or	having	long	hair	as	defini1ve	indicators	of

femininity	and	therefore	deniers	of	masculinity)	indicated	a	more	fluid	rela1onship	with

these	par1cular	codes,	and	possibly	also	to	a	different	set	of	codes	of	masculinity	which

would	have	been	interes1ng	to	examine	with	more	specificity,	but	which	fell	out	of	the

scope	of	this	study	because	of	its	exploratory	nature	and	its	focus	on	picturebooks.

However,	if	we	consider	his	dad	may	wear	pink,	and	Sam’s	hair	was	onen	braided	into
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long	plaits,	it	is	unsurprising	that	he	might	not	consider	these	as	defini1ve	proof	of

femininity	or	masculinity.	

		

Construc1ons	of	literacyConstruc1ons	of	literacy

In	exploring	Sam’s	self-interpreta1on	through	his	involvement	and	par1cipa1on	in	the

project,	the	most	salient	aspects	were	the	tensions	that	appeared	to	exist	between	his

rela1onship	and	construc1on	of	literacy	–	his	home	literacies	—	and	the	school	literacies

and	expecta1ons	around	them.	This	was	especially	significant	due	to	the	circumstances

that	surrounded	the	main	project	stage:	the	impending	SATs.	Because	of	Sam’s	decoding

difficul1es,	he	was	considered	a	struggling	reader,	and	he	was	placed	in	regular	reading

and	wri1ng	interven1ons	in	the	anernoons	to	complement	his	regular	literacy	lessons	in

an	amempt	to	help	him	meet	the	expecta1ons	of	the	test,	which	I	was	warned	could

cause	him	considerable	stress.	That	stress	would	be	compounded	by	what	appeared	to

be	a	complicated	and	difficult	family	situa1on,	although	he	rarely	spoke	about	it.

Because	the	children’s	par1cipa1on	in	the	study	was	voluntary,	Sam	onen	declined	to

come	explaining	that	he	was	1red,	had	a	bemer	ac1vity	to	do,	or	simply	was	not	willing

to	par1cipate	at	that	1me.	However,	the	1mes	that	Sam	did	join	us	were	enough	to

no1ce	that	this	ini1al	engagement	with	books	that	he	had	shown	in	February	had	faded

considerably	by	May,	including	his	desire	to	make	a	book,	which	he	had	been	excited

about	before.	

Literacy	lessons	in	Edgefield	focused	on	tradi1onal	views	of	literacy	events:	decoding
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print	text	successfully,	reading	books	and	stories	and	encoding	spoken	language	into

print	text.	Narra1ve	structures	and	comprehension	were	not	unimportant,	but	did	onen

seem	to	take	second	place	to	technical	skills.	‘Reading	books’	as	a	school-sanc1oned

literacy	event	is	important	because	as	part	of	the	school’s	construc1on	of	literacy,	it	is

the	only	medium	that	is	considered	to	be	connected	with	literacy	in	the	school.	Sam’s

home	world	however	did	not	seem	very	concerned	with	these	specific	literacies,	and

instead	seemed	rife	with	other	literate	forms,	such	as	videogames,	films	and	television

programmes.	Sam	onen	hummed	tunes	from	TV	shows	(most	notably	The	Simpsons),

drew	inspira1on	from	pop	culture	for	his	character	and	the	book	he	eventually	made.	He

frequently	talked	about	Minecran,	South	Park,	The	Hunger	Games,	Mario	Kart,	and

Marvel’s	Avengers	Assemble,	and	had	a	keen	understanding	of	technology	that	allowed

him	to	secretly	find	and	purchase	a	videogame	using	his	phone:	

SS:	They're	a	bit	like	my	family,	cos,	they	let	me	play	on	my	Playsta1on,	and	they	let	me

game	and	I'm	going	-	and	today,	I	ordered	–	with	my	own	money!	A	game	(lowers	voice)

my	mum	doesn’t	know,	on	my	phone,	cos	I	have	my	own	phone	that	I	got	for

Christmas...	Cos	-	they	don't,	I-	the	postman	might	be	-	the	game	might	be	coming	today,

cos	I	ordered	Mario!		

Despite	his	difficul1es	with	print	text,	his	interest	in	videogames	and	the	skills	required

to	purchase	a	videogame	without	the	knowledge	of	his	parents	indicate	that	if

sufficiently	interested,	he	would	make	the	effort	to	engage	with	the	challenge,	as	shown

earlier	with	the	reading	of	the	dinosaur	book.	This	signals	a	rela1onship	with	literacy	and
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print	text	that	is	related	to	the	existence	of	a	driving	purpose.	

As	the	exercise	moved	forward,	Sam’s	appearances	became	sparser,	and	he	onen

resisted	the	idea	of	making	a	‘book’	or	a	‘story’,	ini1ally	in	a	covert	way	which	eventually

just	grew	into	actual	rejec1on	of	the	concepts,	if	not	of	the	actual	objects.	In	one

session,	he	arrived	wan1ng	to	make	a	card	for	his	mother.	Within	it,	he	incorporated	the

Superworm	character	from	Julia	Donaldson’s	book,	which	they	had	read	in	class:	

I:	Alright,	you're	gonna	make	a	card	for	your	mummy,	right?	

SS:	I'm	doing	my	background,	and	my...	something	else.	Do	Superworm!	

I:	Mm?	

SS:	Superwooooorm!	

C:	Superworm?	

SS:	Yeah.	Big	bouncing	bum.	

[S	giggles]	

C:	So	like,	Superworm	is	gonna	have	a	big	bum...	[S	giggles	more]	

SS:	Superwooooorm!	

[…]	

SS:	Black	superworm	eyes....	[they	laugh	again]	

C:	Are	you	ever	gonna	do	your	story?	

SS:	I	don't	know...	

C:	You	might	not	even	be	able	to	do	a	story...	

SS:	I	-
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C:	We	don’t	have	much	1me…	um…	

S:	He	doesn’t	want	to	make	a	story…	

C:	All	you're	gonna	do	in	these	sessions	is	just	make	cards?	

S	[laughs]:	Chelsea,	you're	funny!

C:	I	don't	wanna	be	funny.	It's	true!

SS:	I'm	only	just	do	that.	

	

Aner	Chelsea’s	pressures,	he	claimed	his	card	was	a	book:	

C:	He's	not	even	making	a	book.	

SS:	No!	

C:	He's	not	even	making	a	book.	

I:	No,	he's	not.	

SS:	I	am!	

I:	You	are?

SS:	I	am!

I:	So	that's	-	you're	making	a	book	there?

SS:	Yeah

I:	What	is	the	book	about?	

I:	And	what's	happening	in	your	story	of	Superworm	and	your	mum?	

C:	He's	flyiiiiing!	That	Superworm,	bleeeergh…	

I:	But	what's	happening	on	this	page?	

SS:	What?	Oh,	I'm	just	doing	my	background	for	this	one.
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Later	on	he	added	himself,	Jesus	and	Mary	to	the	card,	although	he	never	explained

what	happened	in	this	story	beyond	Superworm’s	‘big,	bouncy	bum’.	

Sam’s	reluctance	to	par1cipate	if	pressured	with	making	a	‘book’	or	‘story’	was	only

curbed	if	he	was	allowed	to	approach	it	in	his	own	way,	therefore	exercising	agency.	In

another	session,	he	stayed	to	prac1ce	at	copying	my	drawings,	‘to	see	if	he	could	do	it’.

He	devoted	the	session	to	learning	how	to	crosshatch,	which	he	later	put	to	use	in	his

book.	

Agency	and	‘self’Agency	and	‘self’	

In	choosing	how	he	used	the	sessions	and	interpreted	the	instruc1ons	to	base	his

character	and	story	on	‘himself’,	Sam	effec1vely	exercised	his	agency	in	a	way	that	was

informa1ve	of	the	literacy	and	understandings	that	were	important	to	him.	This	is

interpreted	here	as	a	form	of	reinterpre1ng	his	iden1ty:	in	a	way,	Sam’s	refusal	to

engage	in	what	I	was	asking	him	to	do	in	the	precise	way	in	which	I	asked	him	to	do	it

was	a	mask	of	its	own,	and	so	was	his	recourse	to	the	literacies	he	knew	in	order	to

construct	himself	within	those	which	were	more	challenging	for	him.	

Sam’s	character,	based	on	a	picture	he	found	on	my	phone	of	the	Avengers	Assemble

display	at	the	local	Build-A-Bear	store,	illustrates	this	(fig.	14).		Choosing	the	bear

represen1ng	his	favourite	character,	The	Hulk	(‘Holc’),	Sam	added	his	hair	to	comply	with

my	request,	and	then	proceeded	to	add	other	Avengers	and	descrip1ve	text	that
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highlighted	aspects	that	defined	the	character,	such	as	the	blue	colour	of	his	shorts,	the

black	shoes	and	the	hair,	but	also	the	muscles	and	the	‘six-pack’.	Whereas	in	some	of	his

interven1ons	I	had	seen	him	reluctant	and	avoidant,	aner	finishing	his	drawing	he	asked

if	he	could	describe	his	character,	and	proceeded	to	add	the	descrip1ve	words	around	it,

suppor1ng	the	idea	that	his	engagement	with	the	technical	aspects	of	literacy	with

Figure	14	-	Sam's	character,	The	Hulk
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which	he	struggled	was	greater	if	there	was	a	driving	purpose	for	it,	and	it	is	in

agreement	with	New	Literacy	Studies	arguments	of	incorpora1ng	children’s	knowledges

and	literacies	into	their	schooling	experiences	in	order	to	mo1vate	and	encourage

learning	literacy.	

Sam	used	the	same	strategy	when	he	joined	our	last	two	mee1ngs	to	make	his	book,

deciding	that	making	a	book	that	was	‘about	him’	was	making	a	book	about	Minecran

(fig.	15).	.	When	he	decided	to	make	one,	he	was	resistant	to	the	concept	to	the	point	of

denying	it	was	a	‘story’:	

I:	Ok,	so	your	story	is	about	Minecran,	then?	

S:	It’s	not	a	story!	

I:	It’s	not?	

SS:	Well,	it	is	a	story,	cos	Minecran	stories	have...	to	have	Minecran	stories.	

I:	Ok,	so	what	is	your	Minecran	story,	then?	

SS:	[Whispers	unintelligibly]	...	Minecran	story,	and	I	have	to	do	the	wri1ng,	cos	when	it

comes	up	in	the	real	thing,	they	have	wri1ng.	And	music.	[Mumbles]	how	do	you	draw

Minecran?

C:	How	do	you	draw	Minecran?

SS:	I	mean,	how	do	you	spell	Minecran...

Maintaining	a	degree	of	fidelity	to	the	game	was	significant	enough	for	him	to	ask

Chelsea	to	help	him	‘draw’	the	1tle	of	the	game,	and	to	try	to	represent	the	star1ng
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Figure	15	-	Sam	Smith's	story,	Minecran
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screen.	Sam	completed	his	story	quickly,	first	making	the	drawings	before	asking	for	my

help	in	wri1ng	the	text.	All	the	story	choices,	sentence	structure	and	choice	of	words

were	his	own,	and	I	strived	to	only	copy	his	words	as	he	dictated	them	to	me	and	not

influence	his	story.	

In	it,	a	Minecran	man	bamled	various	in-game	monsters	(creepers	and	ghost	pigs),

before	falling	into	a	booby	trap	in	which	he	faces	an	Enderdragon	(a	type	of	creature

which	is	known	for	being	difficult	to	defeat	in	the	game,	and	which	is	not	pictured

because	he	took	the	drawing	home	to	show	his	mother):

	

I:	So	he	ends	up	in	this	booby	trap,	and	then	what	happens?

SS:	He	gets	into	this	world	where	-	you	know	that	fire	world,	when	you	go	into	that	thing	

and	he	drop	down	from	this	thing,	and	you	see	all	these	monsters	and	then	the	

enderdragon,	you	know	that	part?

I:	And	then	what?

SS:	The	end	of	the	man.

I:	Does	he	die?

SS:	DUN-DUN-DUUUNNN!

While	making	his	book,	Sam	was	focused	on	what	he	was	doing,	unlike	in	previous

sessions	where	he	had	appeared	more	interested	in	playing	and	distrac1ng	the	girls.	He
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made	editorial	decisions	of	his	own,	like	using	his	first	page	as	a	cover	and	cuang	up	his

storyboard	to	make	a	smaller	book,	directly	contravening	the	format	I	had	proposed	in

the	first	place	and	once	again	exercising	his	agency.	While	he	was	gluing	his	pages	onto

his	dummy	book,	aner	discussing	with	Chelsea	about	the	proper	way	to	bamle	Minecran

zombies,	I	interrupted	him	with	a	ques1on:	

I:	So	what	was	it	like	for	you,	Sam,	making	a	book?	

C:	Very	nice,	probably,	I	hope	so.

SS:	Feels	like	I'm	in	charge.

I:	Did	you	enjoy	it?

SS:	I	enjoyed	it.

His	favourite	part,	perhaps	unsurprisingly,	was	the	enderdragon.
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In-betweenIn-between

Yet,	her	enthusias1c	eloquence	opened	the	way	to	explore	how	Naomi’s	self-

construc1on	seemed	to	rely	on	the	coming	together	of	duali1es,	as	shown	through	her

understandings	of	herself	as	same	and	different	at	once.	One	example	of	this	was	in	the

self	as	Mexican.	Naomi	self-defined	as	Mexican	in	origin,	as	she	was	indeed	born	in

Mexico	and	returned	to	the	UK	with	her	European	parents	when	she	was	a	young

toddler.	In	this	way,	she	saw	herself	as	‘different’:	

N:	I	think	I'm	the	only	person	in	this	school	that	comes	from	Mexico	

I:	Maybe	

N:	I	think	I	am	

A:	Yeah.	You're	a	stranger	[chuckles].	

I:	Is	that	a	good	thing	or	a	bad	thing,	that	you're	the	only	one	from	Mexico?	

N:	Well,	I	do	like	to	be	different	

In	Naomi’s	self-construc1on	as	‘different’,	she	seems	to	be	both	a	part	of	the	‘us’

(English),	and	the	‘other’.	This	was	also	shown	during	her	book	ranking	exercise,	in	which

she	qualifies	‘brown	people’	as	quite	onen	being	from	outside	of	England,	and	as	being

quite	similar	to	‘us’	(peach	people,	English	people),	but	quite	onen	with	a	different

nature	from	‘ours’.	Naomi	is	at	once	‘us’	and	‘the	other’	–	she	is	peach,	and	her	parents

are	White	European,	so	in	a	way	she	belongs;	yet,	her	Mexican	birth	origins	give	her	an

otherness	that	she	enjoys	and	to	which	she	openly	and	onen	draws	amen1on.	Her
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Mexican	self	is	something	which	she	understands	as	‘other’	to	Englishness,	as	evidenced

in	the	two	different	1mes	in	which	she	saw	it	fiang	that	both	brown	people	and	Spanish

language	are	not	things	that	one	would	regularly	find	in	books	in	England,	but	which	she

knows	with	some	convic1on	that	they	belong	to	Mexicanness:	

The	way	in	which	she	constructed	herself	as	‘in-between’	was	also	evidenced	in	her	self-

defining	as	“a	tomboy	and	a	princess”:

A:	Are	you	a	tomboy,	Naomi?

N:	Kind	of,	I	like	to	wear	um,	princessy	clothes,	but	I	am	-	my	character	and	my	nature's

premy	much	a	tomboy.
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Naomi	teases	apart	this	par1cular	duality	further	when	she	designs	her	characters	for

her	picturebook.	Taking	a	radically	different	approach	from	the	other	children,	Naomi

designs	two	different	characters,	Donna	and	Ribene,	which	she	then	merges	into

'Rebecca'	for	use	in	her	picturebook.	Donna	represents	her	tomboyish	nature,	and

Ribene	represents	her	preference	for	‘princessy	clothes’	(figs.	16	and	17).

		

As	a	representa1on	of	Naomi’s	appearance,	Ribene	does	not	need	much	more	than	her

ouwit	in	order	to	become	a	‘princessy’,	feminine	character,	with	her	long,	single	plait,

headband,	beau1ful	sparkly	dress	and	ballerina	flats.	Yet	Donna	represents	Naomi’s

tomboyish	side,	which	by	her	own	recogni1on	is	her	nature.	In	that	sense	Donna	is	a

fully-fledged	children’s	book	character:	adventurous	and	caring,	clad	in	shorts	and	a	belly

top	with	dreadlocks,	and	with	mean	parents	she	longs	to	leave	behind	and	lots	of

inherited	money	to	fund	her	adventures.	Adorned	with	the	words	'Girls	Go',	Donna’s

belly	top,	more	than	a	fashion	statement,	is	another	manifesta1on	of	Naomi’s	in-

between-ness:	in	between	‘us’	and	‘other’,	‘princess’	and	‘tomboy’,	and	‘girl’	and	‘grown-

up’,	as	is	also	seen	in	the	breasts	she	drew	on	her	self-portrait,	even	though	she’s	“not

really	an	adult	yet”.	

A:	Who	is	that?	She's	wearing	a	belly	top!	

N:	I	know!	I	like	belly	tops.	

A:	But	you	never	wear	them.	

N:	Well,	I'm	never	allowed	to	wear	them.	

A:	Why?
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Figure	16	-	Naomi's	character	Donna
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Figure	17	-	Naomi's	character	Ribene
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N:	Cos	I	don't	have	any!	[yelling]	Isn't	that	obvious?	

A:	No...	

N:	I	think	they	don't	really	come	out	as	-	for	girls	like	me.	Like,	for	girls	my	age.	They	

come	out	more	for	teenagers.

During	discussions	with	the	Year	3	group,	the	subject	of	the	‘tomboy’	came	up

frequently,	par1cularly	when	Alex	was	involved.	Naomi’s	characterisa1on	of	Donna	as	a

‘tomboy’,	as	if	Ribene’s	princess-like	nature	would	keep	her	from	achieving	what	Donna

can,	is	problema1c	in	itself,	as	it	suggests	a	construc1on	of	Donna	that	is	somehow	less

of	a	girl.	This	does	not	indicate	a	par1cular	aatude	towards	women’s	or	girls’	abili1es	on

the	part	of	Naomi,	but	does	point	out	similar	markers	and	codes	of	femininity	and

masculinity	as	those	that	Sydney	exhibited	during	the	Year	2	discussions,	which	in

themselves	signal	a	‘single	story’	of	how	one	may	be	a	girl.	The	descrip1on	of	Donna’s

ea1ng	habits	is	also	revealing	in	a	par1cular	aspect	of	femininity:	Donna	can	love	ice

cream	and	carbohydrates	and	consume	them	without	being	worried	that	they	will	keep

her	from	succeeding.	This	could	easily	be	related	to	lessons	they	may	have	had	on

healthy	ea1ng	and	therefore	not	be	inherently	gendered.

However,	in	a	historical	context	in	which	women’s	bodies	have	been	observed,	policed

and	objec1fied	like	they	have	been	in	Western	socie1es,	it	certainly	makes	for	an

interes1ng	commentary	that	ea1ng	carbohydrates	should	somehow	present	an	obstacle

for	other	girls	(not	Donna)	to	achieve	their	goals.
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Naomi’s	rela1onship	with	literacyNaomi’s	rela1onship	with	literacy	

During	character	design	and	picturebook-making,	Naomi	had	been	reading	Roald	Dahl

along	with	her	usual	favourites,	Ever	Aner	High	and	Rescue	Princesses.	This	is	obvious

not	only	from	Donna’s	descrip1on	men1on	of	reading	Dahl’s	Ma1lda,	but	also	in	her

character	construc1on.	In	children’s	stories,	children	are	allowed	the	opportunity	to

leave	their	parental	home	to	explore	the	world	and	their	boundaries	and	freedom

without	the	control	of	adults,	usually	returning	at	the	end	to	the	safety	of	home

(Nikolajeva,	2010).	Similar	to	Donna,	Dahl’s	Ma1lda	has	mean	parents	who	she	wishes	to

escape,	and	achieves	this	in	the	end	when	she	is	adopted	by	her	sweet,	loving	teacher.	In

other	children’s	classics,	such	as	Pippi	Longstocking	and	Harry	Pomer,	children	have

absent	parents	who	have	len	them	vast	funds,	and	in	this	unbounded	freedom	they	can

set	off	to	explore	the	world.	

Rebecca,	Naomi’s	hybrid	character	that	combines	Ribene	with	Donna,	does	just	that	(fig.

18).		In	the	story,	Rebecca,	spor1ng	Donna’s	top	and	Ribene’s	plait,	and	who	Naomi

describes	as	a	‘rough	tomboy’,	is	walking	and	minding	her	own	business,	when	she

suddenly	falls	into	a	well.	The	wind	takes	her	to	a	different	realm,	where	she	encounters

a	fairy,	and	finds	herself	wearing	a	“lovely,	normal	kind	of	dress”	over	her	green	trousers.

Her	hairstyle	changes,	and	as	she’s	walking	and	enjoying	the	view,	Rebecca	closes	her

eyes,	only	for	the	fairy’s	magic	to	transport	her	through	a	hole	and	into	yet	another

realm,	where	Rebecca’s	hair	and	dress	change	once	again,	becoming	increasingly	richer.

Aner	res1ng	for	a	bit	from	the	upheaval,	Rebecca	sees	a	tunnel	and	decides	to	climb
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Figure	18	-	Naomi's	story	The	Falling	Girl
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through	–	but	the	tunnel	is	again	magic,	and	takes	her	to	yet	another	realm,	where	her

hairdo	becomes	ever	more	convoluted	and	Rebecca	finds	herself	wearing	an	elaborate

wedding	dress.	At	this	point,	Rebecca	is	understandably	moody	and	1red	from	switching

realms	and	dresses,	and	upon	seeing	a	bed,	decides	to	go	to	sleep.	However,	she	gets	no

respite:	the	bed	is,	once	again,	magical,	whisking	her	off	to	yet	another	magical	land,

only	to	strip	her	off	her	long	hair	and	beau1ful	dresses,	leaving	her	clad	in	rags	and	with

short,	spiky	hair.	At	this,	Rebecca	can	do	nothing	but	cry	out	in	frustra1on.	

In	her	story,	Naomi	very	clearly	employs	devices	from	several	exis1ng	stories:	she
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acknowledged	herself	that	it	was	‘only	a	limle	bit	like	Alice	in	Wonderland’	(because

"Alice	doesn’t	change"),	and	the	language	she	uses	to	tell	the	story	bears	great

resemblance	to	the	type	of	language	that	one	may	onen	find	in	storybooks	(fig.	19):

The	metaphorical	‘rabbit	hole’		through	which	Rebecca	falls,	much	like	Alice’s	rabbit

hole,	the	tunnel	in	Neil	Gaiman’s	Coraline	and	Hayao	Miyazaki’s	Spirited	Away,	and	the

labyrinth	in	Guillermo	del	Toro’s	Pan’s	Labyrinth,	is	a	common	theme	in	children’s

stories,	through	which	they	experience	adventure	and	trials	which	lead	to	character

growth	and	the	discovery	of	their	place	in	the	world	–	the	development	of	a	sense	of

belonging.	Naomi’s	numbering	of	her	pages	and	dividing	her	book	into	chapters	also

indicates	a	familiarity	with	book	conven1ons.

Figure	19	-	Naomi's	use	of	text
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Thus	far,	Naomi’s	rela1onships	with	books	and	reading	appears	nothing	short	of

harmonious:	she	shows	no	anxie1es	in	her	use	of	language	or	with	the	book	form,	and	is

excited	about	reading	and	wri1ng.	Her	familiarity	with	the	conven1ons	also	suggest	that

she	is	not	merely	a	school	reader,	but	that	reading	books	is	a	significant	enough	part	of

her	life.	This	is	of	course	unsurprising,	considering	her	mul1ple	book-related	ambi1ons:

when	we	began	the	project,	she	was	making	a	baking	book,	and	by	the	1me	we	finished,

she	had	completed	that	one	and	was	beginning	to	make	an	ac1vity	book.	Naomi’s	use	of

literacy	is	very	much	in	line	with	school	literacy,	and	it	shows	through	both	her

rela1onships	with	books	and	print	text,	and	her	use	of	literacy	to	communicate	through

the	book	form.	

		

If	‘rabbit	hole’	stories	lead	to	a	coming	of	age	that	brings	forth	growth	and	a	sense	of

one’s	place,	then	Naomi’s	succession	of	rabbit	holes	is	reflec1ve	of	her	in-between-ness.

Rebecca	finds	no	solace,	no	solu1on:	just	an	endless	string	of	growth	spurts	that	seems

to	lead	her	somewhere	defini1ve,	as	her	dresses	and	hairstyles	become	more	purposeful

and	elaborate.	Yet	these	are	superficial	changes,	nothing	is	actually	different,	and

Rebecca	is	thrown	back	to	her	old	“rough	tomboy”	self	in	the	end,	full	of	frustra1on	and

far	from	home.	There	are	no	certain1es,	no	straight	answers	–	only	doubts	and

ques1ons,	vexa1on	and	risks;	as	she	finds	herself	trapped	in	these	passages	without	a

defini1ve	place	to	be,	Rebecca	never	comes	of	age.	This	is,	of	course,	only	one	of	any

number	of	possible	interpreta1ons.	Naomi	may	have	said	it	about	wordless

picturebooks,	but	her	point	might	s1ll	be	valid:	“books	like	these,	they	are	books	of

imagina1on.”
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Performa1vity	narra1vesPerforma1vity	narra1ves	

Alex’s	narra1ve	of	low	ability,	incapability	or	underachievement	–	however	one	may

choose	to	understand	it—	con1nued	relentlessly	all	throughout	the	project,	to	a	point	of

even	growing	to	irritate	Michael	and	Naomi:	

I:	Alex,	are	you	actually	going	to	do	this?	

M:	Or	are	you	just	going	to	be	a	crybaby?	

	A:	I	just	don’t	know	how	to	draw	his	house!	

[Michael	whimpers	and	moans,	making	fun	of	Alex's	tone]

	

I:	What	do	you	mean,	you	don’t	know	how	to	draw	his	house?	

N	[exasperated]:	Just	draw	a	limle	hut	in	the	wood,	ok?	Ok!	Finished!	

M:	Thank	you.	

N:	I'll	draw	you	a	tree	if	you	want.	[About	a	second	of	absolute	silence]	what?	I	know

how	to	draw	trees.	

I:	What	are	you	finding	difficult	about	drawing	the	house?	

A:	I	don't	know...	[Naomi	makes	a	high	pitched	clicking	noise,	frustrated]

Naomi	and	Michael’s	responses	here	were	not	the	norm	to	Alex’s	hesita1on,	but	they

reflect	a	moment	of	frustra1on	at	his	aatude:	he	consistently	seemed	stressed	about

having	to	draw,	write,	or	construct	a	story,	despite	the	ini1al	excitement	he	had

expressed	to	take	part.	Alex’s	feelings	towards	having	to	read,	write	or	draw	were	always

marked	by	being	‘bad’	or	‘rubbish’	at	it,	and	the	only	1mes	in	which	he	showed	any

sa1sfac1on	with	what	he	had	done	were	when	the	mo1va1on	to	do	it	was	not	external,

but	rather	of	his	own	doing.	For	example,	aner	reading	Leon	and	Bob	in	class,	I	asked
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them	to	make	a	drawing	of	Leon’s	invisible	friend.	Alex	claimed	he	thought	it	was	an

octopus,	while	simultaneously	admiang	that	he	did	not	actually	think	that,	but	he

simply	felt	like	drawing	the	same	thing	he	had	done	at	art	class	that	week.	Drawing	the

octopus	did	not	seem	to	stress	him	like	drawing	himself	had	done	before,	or	like	making

the	story	would	do	in	the	future,	and	it	lined	the	pressure	of	having	to	create	the

drawing	that	I	had	requested	of	him.	Beyond	these	instances,	Alex	always	seemed

stressed	with	drawing	or	wri1ng,	and	repeatedly	asked	for	specific	instruc1ons	for	what

exactly	he	should	draw	in	his	story,	agonising	over	details	of	his	drawings	and	asking	for

valida1ng	feedback	aner	finishing	each	one.		

Performa1vity	narra1ves	that	construct	ability	and	learning	into	neatly	structured	stages

of	achievement	are	pervasive	in	English	schools.	One	way	in	which	this	is	represented	in

Edgefield	is	in	how	children	become	separated	into	ability	groups	for	English	and	Maths

lessons.	This	is	not	to	say	that	any	such	specific	structure	may	have	had	a	direct	effect	on

Alex.	However,	the	way	in	which	he	appeared	to	understand	his	literate	iden1ty,	and	his

behaviour	when	facing	the	literacy	events	involved	in	the	study,	seemed	1ed	to	a

discourse	of	performance	in	which,	when	reading,	drawing	or	wri1ng,	one	was	‘good’	or

‘bad’,	rather	than	just	using	these	a	means	for	expression.	This	was	not	only	linked	to	his

aatude	towards	the	project,	but	rather	towards	his	ability	in	general:	

N:	And	you	can't	say	your	wri1ng's	bad	cos	you	already	got	your	pen	license!	

A:	My	wri1ng	is	bad	though
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N:	You	already	got	your	pen	license!	

A:	Yeah	but	I	do	my	worsest	in	my	workbooks,	they're	terrible	workbooks...	

In	this	excerpt,	Naomi	reminds	him	(for	a	second	1me)	that	he	has	a	pen	license	–	an

official	school	valida1on	of	his	wri1ng	skills.	Alex’s	rejec1on	suggests	that	this	valida1on

is	not	sufficient,	and	he	s1ll	feels	lacking	in	ability.	Aner	each	drawing,	Alex	held	it	up	and

specifically	asked	me	and	then	Naomi	for	our	opinions	on	his	drawings.	Regardless	of

how	enthusias1c,	encouraging	or	posi1ve	our	responses	were,	Alex’s	aatude	remained

the	same:	unsure	of	how	to	proceed,	and	adamant	that	his	drawing	was	not	as	good	as

we	said.	

PosturingPosturing	

Overall,	Alex’s	behaviour	throughout	manifested	in	three	ways:	expressing	anxiety	or

insecurity	about	the	ac1vity,	copying	and	taking	direc1on,	and	engaging	in	‘disrup1ve’

behaviour,	such	as	singing	loudly,	running	outside	of	the	mee1ng	room	or	teasing

Michael	and	Naomi.	Over	1me,	his	apparent	insecuri1es	with	drawing	and	wri1ng	gave

way	to	a	reluctance	to	do	them	at	all;	he	began	claiming	he	did	not	want	to	make	the

book,	and	that	he	was	only	there	to	avoid	being	in	Spanish	class	which	he	greatly

disliked.

	

The	way	in	which	Alex’s	behaviour	developed,	from	insecure	to	a	defensive	and

some1mes	hos1le	aatude	towards	Naomi	and	Michael,	could	be	interpreted	as	a	form
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of	posturing,	as	if	to	mask	his	insecuri1es	with	indifference	and	rejec1on.	This	mirrored	a

behaviour	he	relayed	as	part	of	his	classroom	aatude:	if	he	had	been	bad	in	class,	he

said,	he	would	himself	go	to	the	teacher	and	get	sent	to	the	headteacher’s	office,

because	he	is	not	afraid	of	teachers.	Michael	and	Naomi’s	par1cipa1on	may	also	have

influenced	this,	as	they	had	been	a	part	of	the	project	since	earlier	on,	were	unrelated	to

the	people	working	on	it	(unlike	Alex,	who	had	a	family	connec1on),	and	were	not

anxious	or	preoccupied	about	their	drawing	or	wri1ng	skills.	His	hos1lity	towards	them

manifested	in	compe11ve	ways,	especially	towards	Michael.	For	example,	the	previous

exchange	that	portrays	Michael	and	Naomi’s	frustra1on	with	Alex	con1nued	in	this	way:	

N:	As	long	as	you	believe	you	can	do	it,	you	can!	

A:	Yeah	but	-	I	can	believe	that	I	can	fly	-	blah	-	I	can't	fly.	

N:	I	know.	Don't	believe	in	impossible	things,	believe	in	things	that	actually	can	-	

M:	I	can	fly!	If	I'm	on	a	plane!	[chuckles]	

N:	You	can't	really	fly	even	if	you're	on	a	plane,	that's	used	by	electricity!	

M:	No,	it	isn't.	

A:	Yes,	it	is!	

M:	No,	it's	powered	by	um,	bumons.	Also,	um...	

A:	Yeah,	the	bumons	are	electric,	you	know.	

M:	No	they're	not,	all	you	have	to	press	the	bumon	and	it-	

A	[speaks	under	Michael	for	a	bit,	unintelligible]:	The	part	when	you	drive	your	plane...	

M:	Is	where	he	blows	up.
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A:	No.	Where	you're	gonna	die.	

M	[shouts]:	YAAAY!	

A:	Being	sarcas1c.	

Throughout,	there	seemed	to	be	an	element	of	rivalry	between	him	and	Michael,	which

interes1ngly	seemed	to	be	more	significant	for	Alex	than	it	was	(if	at	all)	for	Michael,	and

which	perhaps	was	linked	to	construc1ons	of	masculinity	as	a	rejec1on	of	femininity.

During	the	book	ranking	exercise,	Alex	had	already	rejected	two	books	as	being	‘girlish’,

and	chose	his	favourite	books	based	on	impressions	on	the	‘ac1on’	that	would	occur	in

them,	such	as	figh1ng	or	falling	down	the	stairs.	The	following	excerpt	from	the

bookmaking	workshop	illustrates	how	Alex	jus1fied	being	denied	a	red	pencil	that

Michael	had,	but	Alex	wanted	for	himself:	

	A:	I	don't	care,	I	need	um	-	I'm	gonna	use	a	blue,	not	a	'pinky'	colour.	

N:	I	never	really	see	blue	as	a	girl	colour.	

M	[forcefully]:	It	is!	

A:	It	is	NOT!	

N:	It	isn't.	My	mum's	favourite	col	-	no,	it	was	a	boy's	colour.	

I:	A	boy's	colour?	

A:	It's	not,	it's	a	boy's	and	girl's	colour.	

N:	My	mum's	favourite	colour	is	blue.	

A:	That	means	she's	a	tomboy	though.	Your	mum's	a	tomboy.
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Ques1ons	of	‘tomboy-ness’	onen	came	from	Alex,	usually	directed	at	Naomi,	who

quietly	explained	herself	to	be	a	tomboy.	Alex,	however,	forcefully	denied	being	a	tom-

girl	when	Michael	suggested	he	might	be	one.	

Construc1ng	the	self	through	the	storyConstruc1ng	the	self	through	the	story	

If	Alex’s	posturing	had	any	link	to	his	percep1ons	of	the	feminine	and	his	construc1ons

of	masculinity,	Michael’s	ac1on	story	about	a	man	who	dives	with	a	gun	to	kill	a	shark

and	dies	in	bamle	–	an	arguably	hypermasculine	theme	—		probably	served	to	feed	this

apparent	rivalry.	Alex’s	story,	The	Horrible	Fox	(fig.	20),	developed	from	an	ini1al	amempt

to	copy	my	own,	and	proceeded	to	grow	from	ideas	that	emerged	from	group

discussions.	

In	Alex’s	story,	an	eponymous	boy	dresses	up	in	a	fox	ouwit,	leaves	his	house,	and	comes

across	a	duck	pond.	There	he	proceeds	to	kill	the	ducks	and	eat	them	raw.	That	night,	he

throws	up	green	sick	and	then	goes	home,	where	he	‘lives	happily	ever	aner’.	Aner	Book

Alex	leaves	his	house,	everything	he	does	is	suggested	by	Michael,	although	Alex	makes

a	few	adjustments:	

		

A:	What	picture	should	I	draw	next;	could	you	tell	me	please?	

I:	I	am	not	telling	you	what	picture	you	should	draw	next!	

A:	Please!	

I:	What	happens	next	in	your	story?
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Figure	20	-	Alex's	story	The	Horrible	Fox
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A:	I	don't	know.	

M:	How	about	-	how	about	they	just	killed	a	duck?		

N:	And	make	a	hunter's	family?	Oooh,	poor	duck!	That	might	be	actually	quite	sad	

A:	I'm	gonna	do	a	duck	pond.	

M:	I	bet	he	jumps	in,	grabs	the	duck	and	tanks	it	[chuckles]	

A:	No,	I'm	not	drawing	that.	

Despite	what	he	says,	Alex’s	story	follows	quite	closely	what	Michael	suggests	–	save	for

Michael’s	version	ul1mately	killing	the	fox	character	too.	Book	Alex’s	incursion	into	the

lake	con1nues	with	a	bloody	amack	on	the	ducks:	

A:	Oooh	this	is	gonna	be	so	cool,	look!	[To	Naomi]	he	got	both	of	them,	and	now	has

blood.	That's	aaall	blood.	Blood.	BLOOOOD.	

I:	Why	is	there	blood	everywhere?	

N:	Cos	he	ate	the	fish!	

A:	Yeah!	Not	fish,	ducks!	Duck	blood!	[Smiles	and	growls]	

However,	Book	Alex’s	raw	duck	feast	presented	some	feasibility	problems	with	real-

world	logic,	which	Michael	was	quick	to	point	out:	that	humans	do	not	simply	eat	raw

duck.	The	conundrum	led	to	a	discussion	in	which	we	all	pointed	Alex	to	the	idea	that

Book	Alex	would	not	be	able	to	eat	raw	ducks	without	consequence,	and	in	which	my

own	inadvertent	comments	lead	to	his	next	story	decision:		

M:	You've	done	it	wrong.	So	if	he's	got	a	suit,	he	dressed	up	as	in	there,	but	how	can	he
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eat	those?	

A:	He	dressed	up,	then	he	went	home	with	his	um,	with	um,	from	school...	

M:	Yeah...	and	then	he	got	into	the	pond	where	he	eats	ducks	but	he's	a	human!	

A:	Yeah	

M:	Yeah,	but...	

A:	Humans	like	duck.	no?	

N:	Oooh!	

I:	Ok,	so	in	your	story…	

N:	He’s	ea1ng	raw	duck?	

A:	Yeah	

N:	And	he's	a	human?	

A:	Yeah	

I:	He’s	ea1ng	raw	duck?	

A:	Yeah	

I:	He's	gonna	get	sick!	

A:	No	

I:	No?	

N:	He’s	gonna	get	sick!	

I:	He	should	get	sick;	you	shouldn't	eat	raw	duck!	

[Michael	is	busy	ac1ng	around	as	if	he's	the	fox	and	eats	the	ducks,	and	then	he	starts

mock-vomi1ng	all	around	the	room]	

A:	Yeah,	he's	gonna	be	sick	in	a	minute.
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[…]	

M:	Is	he	gonna	be	sick?	

A:	Yeah,	he’s	gonna	be	sick.	And	it's	gonna	be,	um,	green	sick.	

		

Alex’s	‘collabora1ve’	approach	to	wri1ng	his	own	story	could	be	interpreted	as	well

under	a	lens	of	performance	anxiety:	crea1ng	a	story	from	the	explicit	guidelines	of

others	cannot	lead	one	to	fail	to	be	‘good’,	because	the	onus	of	the	‘goodness’	of	the

story	is	no	longer	just	on	oneself.	Alex’s	performa1ve	stresses	could	have	been	linked	to

various	things	–	own	insecuri1es,	percep1ons	of	the	exercise,	school	discourses,	the

knowledge	that	his	rela1ve	was	linked	to	the	exercise	and	therefore	perceiving	himself	at

a	higher	pressure	to	deliver	a	‘good’	result	—,	but	what	is	certain	is	that	he	found	a

masking	strategy	in	construc1ng	his	story	with	the	ideas	of	others.	

An	interpreta1on	of	Alex’s	gory	duck	story	as	a	posturing	of	tradi1onal,	invulnerable

masculinity	also	gained	some	trac1on	aner	Alex	showed	it	to	his	friend	Frank.	Sat	in	the

blue	semee	outside	his	classroom,	Frank	lay	the	storyboard	on	his	lap	as	an	excitable	Alex

bounced	on	the	back	of	the	seat,	explaining	the	story.	At	the	end	of	it,	I	asked	Frank	for

his	thoughts.	Frank	was	confused.	For	him,	Book	Alex	was	nothing	like	Real	Alex.	Instead,

Real	Alex	was	a	lot	‘nicer’	and	‘more	sensi1ve’,	and	Frank	felt	that	Alex	needed	to	‘fix’

the	story	and	save	the	ducks	instead.	Alex	responded	by	whispering	that	‘no,	he

wouldn’t’	save	the	ducks,	and	that	‘of	course	he	would’	eat	them,	chuckling	nervously	as

he	con1nued	with	a	soner	bounce	on	the	seat.
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During	our	drawing	together	session,	despite	all	the	anxiety	displayed	towards	crea1ng	a

drawing	of	himself,	Alex	produced	a	confident	and	proud	drawing	of	a	snake	(fig.	21).	He

drew	it	pa1ently	and	dedicatedly,	with	the	inten1on	of	teaching	me	how	to	draw	a	snake

aner	I	had	purposefully	failed	at	drawing	one.	The	snake	drawing,	unlike	the	book

making	and	the	drawing	session,	was	a	drawing	made	on	his	own	terms:	as	a	creator,	in

a	role	that,	although	I	had	amempted	to	provide	a	space	for	it,	he	had	not	embraced

when	making	his	book.	

Figure	21	-	Alex's	snake	drawing
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Michael’s	rela1onship	with	books	seemed	similar	to	Naomi’s	and	Chelsea’s:	he	was	a

prolific	decoder	and	a	dedicated	reader,	and	he	had	moved	on	from	a	posi1on	of	a	strict

consumer	to	a	crea1ve	role.		Michael,	like	all	other	children,	also	associated	reading

primordially	with	print	text,	and	therefore	the	texts	he	produced	were,	by	his	account,

more	onen	pictureless.	Unlike	Naomi	and	Chelsea,	however,	Michael	had	taken	a

crea1ve	role	in	more	than	one	plaworm.	Not	only	did	he	produce	his	own	books,	but	he

also	made	YouTube	videos	and	was	an	ac1ve	par1cipant	in	the	Minecran	community

surrounding	popular	player	Stampylongnose.	During	the	project,	Michael	was	known	to

be	making	at	least	one	book	at	home	alongside	the	book	we	were	making	a	school,

which	was	a	guide	for	playing	Minecran.	Like	Naomi,	Michael	did	not	just	read	as	part	of

school-related	ac1vi1es	or	for	learning	to	read.	Instead,	reading	was	a	regular	part	of	his

life,	and	he	used	his	literate	knowledge	to	engage	with	different	media	in	a	crea1ve	role.	

As	a	keen	creator,	Michael	embraced	the	project	happily,	and	followed	the	rules	of	the

project	–	that	the	book	be	about	himself	—	by	interpre1ng	them	as	he	wished.	In

Michael’s	story,	The	Shark	Vs	Michael	(fig.	22),	Book	Michael	is	armed	with	a	spear	and

jumps	into	the	Arc1c	sea.	Once	there,	he	unexpectedly	hears	a	swooshing	sound,	and

encounters	a	shark.	Startled	yet	unafraid,	Book	Michael	faces	the	shark	and	draws	a	gun.

He	then	shoots	the	shark	in	the	face,	only	for	the	shark	to	unexpectedly	explode,	killing

Book	Michael	in	the	process.	As	the	book	comes	to	a	close,	two	tombstones	face	one

another:	RIP	Brian	(the	name	that	was	ul1mately	given	to	the	shark);	RIP	Michael.	In	his

story,	Michael	shows	a	clear	understanding	of	narra1ve	structure:	Book	Michael	is
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Figure	22	-	Michael's	story	The	Shark	Vs	Michael
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introduced,	he	encounters	the	problem	(shark),	ac1on	rises	(drawing	his	gun),	climax	is

achieved	(shoo1ng	the	shark),	resul1ng	in	an	anermath	(explosion)	aner	which	the

conflict	is	resolved,	and	a	new	normality	is	established	(the	death	of	the	shark	and	Book

Michael	in	the	world	in	which	the	story	takes	place).	Like	in	his	use	of	this	basic	yet

effec1ve	narra1ve	structure,	Michael	approaches	his	self-representa1on	in	the	book	very

straighworwardly.	His	self-representa1on	is	rife	with	adventure	and	danger,	elements

which	seem	to	be	quite	representa1ve	of	how	Michael	sees	himself.	Michael	is	an	ac1ve

child	who	goes	shoo1ng,	diving	and	fishing,	who	can	use	a	gun	and	hunts	ducks,	and

who	has	access	to	various	different	animals,	both	in	his	house	and	in	the	wild.	Under	this

construc1on,	he	is	not	new	to	risk	and	some	degree	of	danger,	and	these	favourite

ac1vi1es	penetrate	his	story	and	define	the	character	of	Book	Michael.	Far	from

interpre1ng	it	as	a	nega1ve	reflec1on	of	Michael’s	self-percep1on,	I	see	Michael’s

character	death	as	a	part	of	this	thrill	of	danger	that	seems	to	be	a	normal	part	of	his

life.	Aner	all,	the	death	of	a	character	at	the	hands	of	the	conflict	they	set	out	to	resolve

appears	to	be	an	expectable	outcome	for	him,	and	he	gives	death	as	poten1al	solu1ons

to	both	Naomi	and	Alex	when	they	are	stuck	or	simply	relaying	their	stories,	such	as	the

following	excerpt	in	which	he	argues	with	Naomi	about	which	one	of	their	stories	is

bemer,	and	gives	his	opinion	on	her	character:	

M:	Then	she	has	to	go	all	the	way	again	and	again	and	again	and	again...	for	about	200

pages	[chuckles],	un1l	she	blows	up,	and	she's	a	old	lady,	and...	she	dies.	

I:	But	she	blows	up?
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M:	Mmmno,	I	didn'-	she	didn't	blow	up,	she	gets	old	and	she	finds	this	cloak	thing,	and	

then...	she	dies	of	oldness.	[Silence]	that's	what	people	do!	

Michael’s	sugges1ons	of	exploding	characters	did	not	just	happen	once,	but	were

relayed	to	Naomi	and	Alex	several	1mes	throughout	the	workshop:	

I:	Is	the	bed	shaking	now?	

N:	No,	it's	moving.	

I:	[Gasp]	

N:	It's	flying	through	the	air.	

I:	It's	flying!	

M:	IS	IT	FLYIIIING!	

N:	I	know	what	it's	gonna	end	on,	it's	gonna	end	something	really	funny.	

M:	Ah,	she	could	have	gone	[makes	a	son	explosion	sound]	

N:	No,	she...	

I:	Does	it	end	here	then?	

N:	Yeah,	there	

M:	She	blows	into	pieces-	

N	[talks	over	Michael]:	But	I	might	have	to	use	the	wri1ng	bit	more	on	here.	

Michael’s	sugges1ons	for	Alex	also	involved	the	death	of	his	character,	although	in	Alex’s

case,	it	was	not	just	his	character’s	death	that	he	suggested.	Michael	and	Alex,	as
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men1oned	in	Alex’s	sec1on,	had	a	turbulent	rela1onship,	during	which	Alex	ignored

Michael,	called	him	names	and	eventually	elbowed	him	in	the	ribs.	Michael	onen

seemed	more	hurt	than	angry	about	this,	and	would	call	for	me	to	take	Alex	away,

quietly	threaten	to	kill	him	or	engage	with	him	in	arguments.	Michael’s	threats	and	hurt

feelings	were	expressed	in	such	a	quiet	voice	that	most	of	them	I	only	picked	up	aner

repeated	listening	to	the	recordings,	and	they	onen	became	buried	underneath	other

voices.	Because	of	these	interac1ons,	Michael	barely	worked	on	his	book	during	those

sessions	in	which	Alex	was	present,	and	tensions	were	usually	higher,	unlike	in	sessions

with	only	Michael	and	Naomi,	during	which	he	seemed	at	ease	and	would	quietly	talk,

share	about	his	life	and	his	hobbies,	and	carry	on	drawing	without	seeming	ramled	or

upset.	

It	is	possible,	though,	that	Michael	had	some	problems	of	his	own	fiang	in	and	making

friends.	When	I	asked	them	to	find	a	friend	to	whom	they	would	show	their	book,	Naomi

and	Alex	immediately	knew	who	they	wanted	to	show	their	book,	and	chose	their	best

friends.	Michael	hummed	and	con1nued	with	his	work,	without	looking	up	or	saying

anything	in	par1cular.	Some	1me	later,	during	a	session	without	Alex,	Naomi	prodded

Michael	about	this:	

N:	Michael,	who's	your	best	friend	in	this	class?	

[Michael	makes	some	noises]	

N:	No,	really	like...	who	is	it?



402

I:	Do	you	have	a	best	friend	in	class?	

M:	Not	necessarily	

I:	No?	

M:	No

I:	How	about	in	another	class?	

M:	I	s1ll	keep	it,	and	um...	I	s1ll	keep	it	inside...	in	case	I	waste	it.

	

I:	In	case	you	waste	what?

N:	Yeah,	you	have	to	choose,	because	next	week	we	have	a	day,	we	get	to	choose	one	of

our	best	friends	and	they	get	to	come	and	read	it	and	we	tell	them	about	our	stories!

M:	Oooh	did	you…shooo…	s..	[he	grits	his	teeth	and	makes	more	screeching	and

growling	noises]

	
N:	Oh,	I	think	it	should	be	from	next	door	class,	cos	he's	already	-	already	had	made	up	

that	story	and	he's	told	our	class...	

It	could	be	the	case	that	Michael’s	best	friend	is	not	from	school,	from	his	class,	or	that

he	has	many	friends	who	are	not	‘best’	friends,	but	his	hesita1on	to	answer	and	evasion

of	the	ques1on	seems	to	suggest	it	is	a	topic	he	wishes	to	avoid.	Throughout	this

session,	Michael	con1nued	to	have	trouble	choosing	a	friend,	avoiding	having	to	give	an

answer	and	at	one	point	grun1ng	“not	Alex,	I’ll	kill	him”,	before	giggling	nervously.	He

finally	chose	Nicole,	who	was	in	the	student	council.	When	Michael	showed	her	the

book,	she	thought	aner	some	ini1al	apprehension	that	it	was	definitely	Michael’s	story,

and	that	it	reminded	her	of	a	song	he	liked	to	sing	about	a	goldfish:	“hi,	I’m	Bob,	I’m	a

goldfish,	and	a	goldfish	has	a	memory	of—	Hi,	I’m	Bob,	I’m	a	goldfish…”
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Books	as	commercial	objectsBooks	as	commercial	objects	

As	explained	before,	Michael’s	understanding	of	books	extended	to	see	them	inscribed

within	a	business	culture	as	commercial	objects.	For	this	reason,	Michael’s	own	book

was	not	made	just	for	the	pleasure	of	making	it,	but	rather	a	quite	literally	rewarding

experience:	

M:	Do	we	get	a	reward?	To	make	a	book?	

I:	You	get	a	book	

M:	Yeah	

I:	Yeah

N:	Do	you	get	a	reward	for	doing	it?

I:	A	reward	in	what	sense,	what	do	you	mean	a	reward?	[I	try	to	stall,	with	no	success]

A:	Like	a	prize

M:	A	reward,	a	prize.

I:	Mmm...

M:	For	making	the	book	

Michael’s	perspec1ve	on	bookmaking	made	it	somewhat	of	a	transac1onal	ac1on:	one

makes	a	book	for	a	purpose	of	gaining	something,	be	it	a	reward	or	money.	This

par1cular	view	on	books	led	him	to	make	design	choices	that	none	of	the	other	children

made:	he	added	to	his	back	cover	a	barcode,	a	price	tag	of	£3.20,	and	an	exhorta1on	for

the	reader	to	follow	him	on	YouTube	along	with	his	username,	which	allows	one	to	find

and	follow	his	YouTube	channel.	Michael	had	several	other	money-making	plans	that
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involve	selling	things:	selling	his	book	on	car	boots	or	the	school	book	fair,	selling	his

book	on	eBay,	selling	my	book	on	eBay,	selling	us	(Alex,	Naomi	and	myself)	on	eBay,	and

finally	puang	us	for	sale	on	eBay	but	with	a	purpose	to	trick	a	poten1al	buyer	and	run

away	with	their	money.	

Michael’s	literacy	in	this	way	was	extended	to	comprise	a	budding	business	literacy,

which	could	be	linked	to	a	rela1ve	being	involved	in	the	trade	and	passing	to	him	some

knowledge	of	the	role	of	barcodes	and	price	tags	and	the	place	of	books	in	a	business

world.	In	that	sense	his	making	a	book	is	at	an	intersec1on	of	an	intricate	network	of

literacies	which	he	recognises	and	acknowledges	as	his	–	business,	ac1on	and	adventure,

shoo1ng,	diving,	narra1ve,	reading,	wri1ng	and	drawing.	While	it	may	sound	self-evident

that	wri1ng	a	story	would	entail	some	sort	of	necessary	intersec1on	of	a	similar	network

of	literacies	on	the	part	of	the	creator,	it	is	important	to	con1nue	to	bear	in	mind	that

concepts	of	literacy	some1mes	may	tend	to	assume	or	ignore	the	existence	and

importance	of	literacies	beyond	reading	or	wri1ng.	For	Michael,	however,	and	for	all	the

children	in	the	study,	finding	that	intersec1on	proved	crucial	to	their	use	of	literacy	for

crea1ng	a	book.	As	I	understand	it,	it	did	not	happen	at	my	behest,	but	rather	when	I

stepped	back	and	allowed	them	to	interpret	my	instruc1ons	in	a	way	that	they	saw

fiang.	

		

When	the	1me	to	hand	out	rewards	came,	I	took	the	Year	3	group	up	to	the	special	room

one	last	1me	and	we	sat	around	the	big	table	noisily.	Naomi	was	worried	that	their
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Spanish	teacher	would	be	angry	because	all	throughout	the	school	year	they	had	been

leaving	her	class	to	come	with	me	and	she	did	not	seem	pleased	to	let	them	go	this	1me.

Alex	and	Michael	were	expectant	of	their	rewards,	asking	if	their	hoped-for	cars	were

parked	outside	and	if	they	could	have	them	now.	The	boys	were	slightly	disappointed	to

discover	that	their	rewards	were	copies	of	my	book	instead	of	race	cars	–	Naomi	wanted

exactly	that	—,	but	they	s1ll	seemed	pleased	to	receive	something	special	just	for	them.

While	they	were	re-reading	the	story	and	asking	to	see	each	other’s	books,	Michael

asked	me	for	a	pen.	He	wanted	to	draw	his	name	in	the	endpapers	in	case	he	lost	his

book	or	someone	took	it,	so	he	would	know	it	was	his.	It	felt	like	an	honour	to	know	he

did	not	want	it	to	write	a	price	tag	on	the	back.
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In	order	to	discuss	the	main	findings	of	the	study	in	terms	of	their	rela1onship	to

picturebooks,	literacy	and	narra1ve	iden11es,	I	return	to	the	research	ques1ons	that

drove	the	whole	project:	

-										How	do	children	nego1ate	their	sense	of	self	in	their	interac1ons	with

picturebooks	and	through	the	picturebook	form?	

-										How	do	discourses	in	representa1on	pervasive	throughout	the	picturebook

industry	affect	children’s	interac1ng	with	representa1ons	of	different	ways	of	being

available	in	picturebooks?	

In	the	previous	pages,	I	strived	to	find	answers	to	these	ques1ons	with	an	itera1ve

analy1cal	process	that	considered	children’s	fluid	sense	of	iden1ty	as	they	related	to

picturebooks	in	different	ways,	both	as	creators	and	as	consumers	of	books.	Emergent

findings	were	then	organised	in	the	following	thema1c	categories:	industry	aspects,

aatudes	to	sameness	and	difference,	agency	and	resistance,	and	self-representa1on.

The	first	category	addresses	the	second	research	ques1on,	exploring	how	exis1ng	issues

of	representa1on	that	were	explored	in	the	literature	review	influence	the	children’s

construc1on	of	picturebooks,	and	how	children	perceive	picturebooks	to	‘be’.	The

remaining	three	categories	address	the	first	research	ques1on,	offering	three	strategies

through	which	children	nego1ated	their	masks	in	their	interac1ons	with	picturebooks.

These	themes	are	not	to	be	seen	as	discrete	categories,	however	–	instead,	they	are	an

organisa1onal	scheme	imposed	over	a	series	of	ac1ons	that	the	children	took	in	a	vast
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web	of	interconnected	masks	and	mask-craning	strategies.	

		

10.1	Industry	aspects	and	picturebook	interac1ons10.1	Industry	aspects	and	picturebook	interac1ons	

The	par1cular	ways	in	which	people	of	colour	are	onen	portrayed	in	picturebooks	did

not	go	unno1ced	for	par1cipant	children.	This	can	be	seen,	for	example,	in	Naomi’s

assump1on	that,	if	people	of	colour	appear	in	a	book,	they	must	be	from	another

country	or	be	in	another	country	that	is	not	England,	and	in	her	suspicion	that,	being

England,	there	must	probably	not	be	many	books	around	with	people	of	colour	in	them.

	Picturebooks	tend	to	feature	people	outside	the	norma1ve	white,	Western,	able-bodied

cisgender	child	only	when	there	is	an	explicit	reason	to	do	so,	and	these	books	in

themselves	are	onen	categorised	not	by	their	story	but	by	their	devia1on	from	the	norm

–	paradoxically,	in	a	similar	way	in	which	children’s	books	are	defined	by	their	target

audience	and	not	by	their	contents.	Naomi’s	comments	resonate	with	several	scholars’

percep1ons	of	the	discourses	carried	through	the	current	state	of	diversity	in

picturebooks,	such	as	the	homogenisa1on	of	white	peoples	(Aerila	and	Kokkola,	2013;

Desai,	2011;	Kitching,	2013),		the	racialised	aspects	of	literacy	and	literacy	learning

(Kitching,	2013),	the	confusion	of	‘universality’	with	‘white,	Western,	middle-class’

experience	(Bishop,	2003),	and	the	pervasiveness	of	single	stories	(The	danger	of	a	single

story,	2009).	Depic1ons	of	people	of	colour	were	acknowledged	and	contextualised	by

children,	some	of	whom	recognised	their	own	experiences	in	them.	For	example,	during

a	class	reading	of	Big	Red	Lollipop	in	Year	2,	one	child	suggested	that	they	were	from	‘his
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country’,	because	the	mother	was	dressed	as	mothers	dress	in	his	country,	in	shalwar

kameez	and	a	headscarf.	Another	boy,	during	a	reading	of	Anna	Hibiscus’	Song	in	the

same	class,	recognises	the	foliage	and	the	names	of	Anna	Hibiscus’	family	as	‘quite

normal	in	Africa’,	rela1ng	it	to	his	own	experiences	with	his	family	in	Africa.	Naomi’s

conclusions	about	the	place	of	brown	people	in	books	are	not	simply	a	direct	result	of

the	ways	in	which	brown	people	are	usually	portrayed	in	book	as	outsiders,	but	they	are

also	related	to	this	phenomenon.	

Another	aspect	of	the	industry	that	made	itself	evident	in	the	children’s	rela1onship

with	books	was	the	age	banding.	This	happened	on	two	levels:	that	which	predicated

how	children	used	books	and	how	they	perceived	them,	and	one	which	exemplified	the

ul1mate	fu1lity	of	age	banding	as	a	marker	for	the	presump1ve	appropriateness	of	a

text.	Arguably,	the	significance	of	age	banding	has	to	do	with	subjects,	themes,	and

forms	or	styles	of	wri1ng	that	are	assumed	adequate	and	enjoyable	at	different	stages	of

childhood	(what	is	considered	‘good’	for	children).	It	is	also	related	to	different	‘levels’	or

stages	of	reading	as	skillset,	as	evidenced	by	some	books	being	marked	for	‘confident

readers’,	which	presumes	that	accessing	texts	below	a	par1cular	age	band	is	easier	or

lacks	in	complexity,	and	that	readers	of	texts	in	younger	sec1ons	will	be	less	‘confident’,

or	less	experienced	and	perhaps	not	have	the	ability	to	read	the	text.	Teachers	and

parents	onen	also	carry	these	beliefs	of	a	hierarchisa1on	of	texts	(Marriom,	1998)		–	this

is	not	to	say	that	the	industry	or	age	banding	have	influenced	or	caused	this,	but	rather

that	these	assump1ons	are	very	deeply	internalised	as	simple	reali1es	that	are	not	only
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a	part	of	the	industry,	but	also	of	teachers	and	the	teaching	of	literacy	skills.	The	children

reflected	this	onen,	such	as	when	Naomi	asked	me	why	I	asked	them	if	they	wanted	to

read	but	then	we	looked	only	at	picturebooks.	Wordless	picturebooks	proved

challenging	and	confusing	for	those	par1cipants	not	iden1fied	by	teachers	as	‘struggling

readers’,	and	Sydney	thought	they	were	boring.	Since	scheme	books	also	follow	a

transi1on	in	balance	from	books	with	more	pictures	and	less	amounts	of	print	text,	to

books	where	print	text	is	more	complex	and	prominent,	the	assump1on	then	is	that

books	that	have	less	print	text	are	for	younger	or	less	able	children.	The	point	here	is

that	this	hierarchisa1on	is	learned	very	early	on	by	a	combina1on	of	factors	that	include

general	aatudes	towards	picturebooks,	the	industry’s	age	banding,	and	the	way	books

are	used	in	the	teaching	of	reading,	and	it	impacts	greatly	upon	children’s	self-

percep1on	as	readers:	showing	off	their	skills	is	a	point	of	pride	for	them	as	they	learn

and	become	enculturated	into	a	par1cular	view	of	reading,	and	therefore	they	may

perceive	moving	‘past’	certain	texts	as	a	significant	milestone.	

In	terms	of	the	appropriateness	of	topics	covered	or	the	‘goodness’	of	certain	subjects

for	children,	the	fu1lity	of	the	age	banding	of	books	was	fairly	evident.	Most	children

had	access	to	contents	banded	well	above	their	age	groups,	onen	because	they	had

older	siblings	that	offered	the	opportunity.	Sam	Smith’s	large	inventory	of	pop	culture

characters	included	not	only	the	adult-sanc1oned	Marvel’s	Avengers	or	Minecran,	but

also	The	Simpsons,	The	Hunger	Games	and	South	Park,	all	of	which	have	adult	contents.

Of	course,	age	banding	is	supposed	to	be	a	sugges1on	rather	than	a	prescrip1on,	yet	the
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culture	surrounding	children’s	literature	seems	to	turn	it	more	into	the	lamer	as	it

provides	a	clearer	structure	to	follow	when	acquain1ng	children	with	books:	age

banding	can	appear	to	be	cura1ng	texts	for	consump1on	by	an	‘appropriate’	reader,

even	though	it	is	in	reality	a	sugges1on	for	consumers	and	a	marke1ng	device.		Gender,

which	played	a	significant	role	in	some	children’s	decision-making,	is	another	marke1ng

device	that	serves	to	differen1ate	a	preferred	audience.	These	marke1ng	devices	serve

to	reproduce	social	systems	–	in	this	case,	hierarchies	of	literacy	and	literate	behaviours

for	specific	ages,	abili1es	and	genders.		

Finally,	it	is	worth	men1oning	Michael’s	awareness	of	the	commercial	dimension	of

picturebooks.	Michael	men1oned	several	1mes	his	inten1on	to	sell	his	book,	as	he	had

done	before	with	other	books	he	had	made,	and	he	was	the	only	child	to	furnish	his	back

cover	with	a	bar	code,	a	price	and	an	invita1on	to	follow	his	YouTube	channel,	where	he

uploads	videos	about	Minecran.	This	does	not	imply	that	Michael	had	a	single

percep1on	of	books	as	commercial	objects,	but	it	does	signal	to	a	keen	awareness	of	one

poten1al	func1on	of	books,	and	a	view	of	them	not	just	as	objects	of	communica1on	or

knowledge,	but	as	tradeable	commodi1es.	

10.2	Sameness/difference10.2	Sameness/difference	

As	a	building	block	of	iden1ty	and	iden1fica1on	processes,	being	‘like/unlike’	others	was

a	theme	that	emerged	consistently	throughout	the	research.	The	children	nego1ated

aspects	of	their	views	on	self-issues	through	their	conversa1ons	amongst	themselves,
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building	and	re-building	their	metaphorical	masks	as	they	went	on,	some1mes	to

purposefully	cast	themselves	as	different	from	others.	In	this	way,	the	things	that	made

them	different	were	also	things	that	made	them	special.	Naomi’s	Mexican	heritage	is	a

prime	example	of	this,	as	she	relished	the	opportunity	to	share	the	stories	her	parents

told	her	from	a	1me	in	Mexico	that	she	would	be	extremely	unlikely	to	remember

herself.	Sydney	would	exploit	her	own	difference	in	the	knowledge	that	she	shared	it

with	me,	at	1mes	choosing	to	speak	to	me	in	Spanish,	or	mixing	both	languages.	Sharing

a	difference	provided	a	par1cular	sense	of	in1macy	in	our	rela1onship	that	might	not

have	developed	–	or	perhaps	just	not	as	quickly	—	had	we	not	shared	a	special	language.

It	also	enabled	mee1ng	Naomi	in	the	first	place	–	it	was	my	speaking	Spanish	that

caused	her	to	want	to	speak	with	me	and	tell	me	that	she	was	Mexican.	Naomi	was	quite

certain	that	she	was	the	only	person	with	her	name	and	the	only	Mexican	in	her	school,

which	she	viewed	as	a	posi1ve	thing.	Alex,	however,	viewed	claimed	that	he	did	not

want	to	be	different	–	different,	in	that	conversa1on,	meaning	‘foreign’	–	referring	to

Naomi	as	“a	stranger”	and	sta1ng	that	everyone	in	his	class	was	English,	except	for	her.	

The	children	some1mes	used	this	difference	to	draw	themselves	out	of	the	crowd	as

different	in	a	posi1ve	light,	to	‘recran’	their	masks	with	1nges	of	their	heritages,	as

Chelsea’s	Polish-speaking	grandmother,	Sydney’s	knowledge	of	Spanish	and	Italian,	and

Naomi’s	Mexican	origins	onen	made	appearances	in	conversa1on.	Highligh1ng	their	own

differences	could	perhaps	func1on	as	a	way	to	resist	colour-blind	discourses	of	sameness

that	the	teacher	expressed	were	part	of	their	educa1onal	ethos:	perhaps	there	are	no

colours,	or	colours	are	unimportant,	but	their	heritages	are	not.
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During	most	book	interac1ons,	the	children	would	iden1fy	as	being	similar	or	different

on	the	basis	of	behaviours	or	ac1ons	manifested	by	characters.	For	example,	Michael

said	he	was	more	like	Willy	in	Anthony	Browne’s	Willy	and	Hugh	because	he	is	not	afraid

of	spiders.	Similarly,	Chelsea	and	Sam	Smith	compared	themselves	and	their	families	to

the	Greens	in	Lauren	Child’s	The	New	Small	Person	based	upon	behaviour:	Chelsea

thought	Elmore	acted	similar	to	her	older	sister	had	when	Chelsea	herself	was	a	baby,

and	Sam	thought	Elmore’s	family	was	similar	to	his	because	they	let	him	play	on	his

PlaySta1on	and	watch	television.	These	remarks	resonated	with	the	elements	that	they

onen	brought	up	as	significant	to	them:	Sam’s	fondness	for	pop	culture	elements	like

videogames	and	TV	shows,	and	Chelsea’s	preference	for	themes	of	friendship,

overcoming	adversity	and	the	redemp1on	of	outcasts	through	social	acceptance.	Sydney,

on	the	other	hand,	did	not	believe	she	or	her	family	were	at	all	like	the	Greens.	Sydney’s

comments	seemed	to	be	strictly	based	on	the	physical	appearance	of	the	parents,

arguing	that	her	mother	has	black	hair	and	her	father	is	bald	as	reasons	for

differen1a1ng	from	them,	but	the	parents’	heads	are	never	visible,	and	based	on	the

children’s	appearance,	if	both	parents	indeed	have	hair,	it	would	likely	be	black.	Sydney’s

usual	comments	on	book	characters	stayed	on	the	surface	of	their	physical	appearance,

thus	increasing	the	likelihood	that	her	distancing	from	the	Greens	was	based	on	this

same	criterion.	

Iden1fica1ons	with	gender	roles	also	func1oned	in	this	way.	In	both	groups,	the	children

showed	interes1ng	rela1onships	to	their	construc1ons	of	gender.	Whereas	Sam	Smith
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staunchly	held	on	to	a	posi1on	that	indicated	his	freedom	to	wear	or	do	whatever	he

wished	without	being	stripped	of	his	masculinity,	Alex	seemed	to	have	a	more	tenuous

rela1onship	with	it.	The	fragility	of	the	masculine	and	the	undesirability	of	feminine

aspects	are	not	new	phenomena,	and	they	were	tangible	in	how	the	children	perceived

the	meanings	of	different	traits	associated	with	‘boys’	or	‘girls’.	For	example,	claiming

that	a	girl	was	a	‘tomboy’	was	perfectly	acceptable	and	even	something	to	which	the

girls	themselves	were	happy	to	lay	claim.	While	Sydney	never	posi1oned	herself	in	this

way,	Chelsea	described	herself	as	a	tomboy	for	not	having	many	dresses	and	enjoying

‘boyish	things’	like	playing	outside	and	doing	sports,	and	Naomi	described	herself	as

both	a	tomboy	and	a	princess,	even	going	as	far	as	designing	two	characters	for	her	book

that	represented	these	two	sides	to	her.	Naomi’s	story	interes1ngly	merged	both	aspects

together,	when	the	tomboyish	girl	is	transported	into	another	realm	several	1mes	in

succession,	each	1me	wearing	an	ever	richer	and	more	luxurious	dress,	only	to	finally	be

len	out	on	a	field	in	rags,	angry	and	screaming.	Chelsea’s	character,	Chelsea	Feona

Victoria,	rose	from	her	underdog	status	aner	being	given	a	makeover	(including	belly

tops	and	earrings)	by	a	new	friend	in	the	school,	proceeding	to	wow	her	classmates	and

gain	friends	and	acceptance.	Rather	than	view	these	as	straighworward	portrayals	of

their	experiences	or	their	thoughts	on	girlhood,	I	believe	these	stories	speak	of	their

values	and	their	preferences	in	stories,	and	perhaps	also	of	their	understanding	of	what

is	an	acceptable	portrayal	of	themselves	in	stories.	Chelsea	had	a	consistent	son	spot	for

underdogs	and	stories	about	friendship,	and	Naomi	had	one	for	adventure	stories,	and

each	found	a	way	to	ar1culate	a	socially	acceptable	girlishness	through	their	characters,
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as	an	element	of	the	fantas1c	in	Naomi’s	case,	and	as	character	growth	and	peer

acceptance	in	Chelsea’s	case.	

On	the	other	hand,	for	a	boy	to	be	perceived	as	girlish	in	any	way	seemed	to	be

unacceptable.	In	the	Year	3	group,	Alex	seemed	to	be	the	one	most	amached	to

tradi1onal	ideas	of	gender	roles,	at	least	in	terms	of	boyhood.	The	sugges1on	–	made	in

jest	aner	he	had	amempted	to	tease	a	very	unfazed	Naomi	about	her	being	a	tomboy	—

that	he	may	be	a	‘tom-girl’	seemed	to	rouse	strong	emo1ons	in	him,	as	he	immediately

rejected	the	accusa1on	and	seemed	quite	bothered	by	the	idea	of	being	seen	as	a	‘tom-

girl’,	raising	his	voice	and	sternly	clarifying	that	he	was	not	a	tom-girl.	This	was	in	stark

contrast	with	Sam	Smith,	who	argued	for	a	boy’s	right	to	wear	pink	and	bows	in	their

shoes	without	losing	claim	to	being	a	boy,	aner	Sydney	proposed	that	Elmore	Green	(in

The	New	Small	Person)	might	be	a	girl	for	wearing	a	pink	jumper.	These	reac1ons	are	not

an	original	finding	in	themselves,	but	I	suggest	they	are	an	element	specific	to	iden1ty

nego1a1on	that	seeps	into	story	construc1on.	Naomi’s	and	Chelsea’s	cases	men1oned

above	are	two	examples	of	this,	and	so	was	Alex’s	interes1ng	exchange	with	his	friend

Frank,	when	he	was	asked	to	invite	him	to	show	him	his	book.	Frank’s	opinion	that	Alex

was	far	more	sensi1ve	that	his	story	would	suggest,	and	he	would	have	saved	the	ducks

instead	of	eaten	them,	indicates	that	Alex	may	have	decided	to	make	a	more

hypermasculine	story	as	a	mask-craning	strategy.	It	is	en1rely	possible	that	Alex	would

see	himself	as	the	kind	of	boy	who	would	amack	and	eat	ducks	at	a	pond,	but	I	believe

his	rivalry	with	Michael	could	have	driven	him	to	wear	a	more	extreme	mask	of
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masculinity	through	his	story.	

10.3	Reclaiming	spaces10.3	Reclaiming	spaces	

The	picturebook	making	project	was	created	in	an	environment	that,	although	it	was	a

school	space,	was	not	as	controlled	as	the	classroom.	Both	the	special	staff	room	that

was	used	by	the	Year	3	group	and	the	infant	library	used	by	the	Year	2	group	remained

outside	of	view	of	teachers	and	teaching	assistants,	and	although	I	ushered	them

regularly	to	con1nue	with	their	work,	they	did	so	at	their	own	pace.	All	children	seemed

aware	that	although	I	may	have	been	teacher-like,	I	was	defini1vely	not	a	teacher,	thus

anything	I	said	was	more	a	sugges1on	than	a	command	and	treated	as	such.	In	this

sense,	they	took	the	space,	the	1me	and	the	project	I	gave	them	and	used	it	in	their	own

terms	and	in	their	own	way	rather	than	necessarily	following	my	outline.	This	was

remarkable	for	all	children	considering	that	in	prior	conversa1ons	with	both	class

teachers	and	the	school’s	art	teacher,	they	had	all	been	fairly	adamant	(par1cularly	the

art	teacher)	that	they	would	be	completely	unable	to	cran	a	book	or	even	make	a	story	if

they	were	not	provided	with	a	full	outline	that	scaffolded	every	structural	detail	for

them.	This	was	especially	highlighted	for	those	children	labelled	as	‘struggling	readers’.

In	the	remaining	themes,	I	contend	that	the	project	provided	an	opportunity	for	the

children	to	reclaim	spaces	as	their	own,	as	they	took	hold	for	an	hour,	every	week,	of	a

room	that	is	otherwise	not	freely	available	to	them,	were	given	the	opportunity	to

choose	whether	or	not	to	par1cipate	as	they	saw	fit,	and	took	the	physical	object	of	the

book	and	the	literacies	this	implies	into	their	own	hands	through	the	genera1on	of	a
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picturebook	that	represented	them	as	they	wished.	

	

10.3.1	Agency	and	resistance0.3.1	Agency	and	resistance

As	cultural	and	commercial	objects,	books	are	subject	to	a	number	of	standardisa1on

markers:	elements	that	make	a	book	be	recognised	as	such	culturally	and	which	provide

the	reader	with	some	guidance	as	to	who	the	expected	reader	is,	what	knowledges	they

require	and	how	they	are	to	use	the	book.	Some	markers	also	exist	for	prac1cal	reasons,

such	as	the	number	of	pages	in	a	book,	which	is	standardised	as	mul1ples	of	8	for

prin1ng	purposes.	I	created	a	number	of	standard	guidelines	for	the	children	to	follow,

mostly	based	on	tradi1onal	conven1ons:	the	picturebooks	were	to	have	a	total	of	five

spreads	of	content,	plus	a	1tle	page	and	a	flyleaf.	They	would	first	fill	out	a	storyboard,

which	would	serve	as	a	blueprint	for	the	story,	and	then	they	would	create	final	art	on

separate,	square	pieces	of	paper	that	would	later	be	glued	onto	a	pre-made	dummy	that

I	would	bind	for	them.	These	of	course	are	all	picturebook	conven1ons	that	speak	to	me,

and	which	have	meaning	to	me	as	an	illustrator	and	a	person	who	has	undergone	a	great

amount	of	educa1on	and	encultura1on	regarding	books,	and	picturebooks	in	par1cular.

However,	the	children	did	not	necessarily	see	a	point	or	a	reason	for	any	of	these	and

therefore	took	my	templates	and	standardisa1ons	loosely.	This	form	of	resistance	was	an

exercise	of	their	agency,	through	which	they	made	their	own	decisions	and	truly

completed	the	task	of	making	a	book	that	was	‘about	themselves’.	In	this	way,	the

children	took	control	not	only	of	the	physicality	of	the	book,	but	to	some	extent,	of	the

ac1vity	itself.
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Of	course,	standardisa1on	was	not	just	meant	to	give	them	the	scaffolding	their	teachers

said	they	would	need,	but	was	also	meant	to	help	me	keep	a	certain	amount	of	control

over	how	the	ac1vity	would	develop.	This	was	supposed	to	give	me	a	sense	of

reassurance,	as	a	novice	researcher,	that	I	was	obtaining	useful	data.	The	children’s

strong	exercises	of	agency	instead	turned	my	amempt	to	control	the	exercise	on	its	head,

and	con1nuously	made	me	wonder	if	there	was	any	value	to	what	was	being	produced.

It	was	only	with	some	distance	from	them	and	the	space	of	the	exercise	that	I	would	be

able	to	see	their	selves	peering	through	these	agen1c	choices,	and	find	a	sense	of	order

and	logic	in	what	seemed	to	be	a	disorganised	mess.	

The	first	amempt	at	standardisa1on	to	be	scrapped	was	the	page	count:	although	my

template	allowed	for	a	total	of	five	spreads,	all	of	the	children	wanted	to	have	a	longer

book.	Naomi,	Michael	and	Chelsea	deliberately	planned	their	stories	to	be	longer	since

the	beginning,	whereas	Sam	and	Sydney	added	them	nearer	to	the	end,	to	bemer	fit	the

ideas	they	developed	as	they	added	to	their	stories.	Alex,	who	was	largely	unsure	of	the

story	he	wanted	to	tell,	asked	for	more	pages	when	he	saw	how	long	Michael	and

Naomi’s	stories	were,	because	as	he	explained,	he	wanted	his	story	to	be	‘good’,	and	it

would	not	be	good	if	it	was	short.	Sydney	and	Sam	Smith	also	rejected	the	idea	of	using

the	storyboard	as	a	blueprint	for	a	bigger	book,	and	instead	chose	to	make	their	book

pages	by	cuang	up	the	storyboard	and	making	smaller	books.	Sydney’s	prolonged

silences	and	monosyllabic	and	doubwul	answers	were	also	a	form	of	resistance.	She

quietly	interpreted	my	instruc1ons	and	decided	whether	to	follow	them	or	not,	skilfully
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managing	to	cran	a	story	without	actually	introducing	herself	as	a	character,	but	which

was	hers	anyway.	Her	dismissal	of	my	requirements	may	be	conceived	as	a	renego1a1on

of	power	over	her	representa1on	and	her	bookmaking,	neither	of	which	was	dictated	by

my	rules	but	by	her	own.	Within	this	interpreta1on,	her	silence	while	she	watched	her

friend	Summer	doodle	on	a	page	where	she	had	asked	her	not	to	draw	is	an	act	of

resistance	as	well.	

Children	also	exercised	their	agency	in	how	they	chose	to	interpret	the	ac1vity	itself.

Sam’s	story	is	one	example	of	this:	although	his	story	is,	in	a	way,	about	him,	it	is

essen1ally	a	story	about	a	videogame	he	likes,	and	he	avoids	drawing	himself	and

instead	makes	a	story	and	a	set	of	drawings	about	things	that	the	enjoys.	This	free	and

deliberate	exercise	of	his	agency	proved	fruiwul	as	he	produced	his	book	largely	by

himself,	and	by	his	own	account,	made	him	feel	like	he	was	“in	charge”.	Alex	is	another

example,	as	he	escaped	the	anxie1es	of	having	to	make	up	a	story	by	first	trying	to	copy

me,	and	thereaner	draw	from	the	sugges1ons	of	his	peers	to	con1nue	making	a	story.

This	is	more	interes1ng	if	what	Alex	said	is	to	be	taken	at	face	value:	if	that	is	the	case,

then	his	reasons	to	be	in	the	project	were	simply	avoiding	having	to	sit	in	Spanish	class.

In	that	scenario,	making	a	story	was	the	only	requirement	for	him	to	be	allowed	to	skip	a

class	he	disliked	and	choosing	to	follow	the	instruc1ons	was	in	his	own	interest,	rather

than	in	the	interest	of	his	story	or	the	project.	

Michael’s	exercise	of	agency	went	so	far	that	it	led	his	book	to	the	bin:	he	asked	to	take	it
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home	to	put	it	together,	because	as	he	had	explained,	he	had	‘his	own	way’	of	doing	it

aner	the	pages	were	drawn.	Aner	he	took	it	home,	he	forgot	it	underneath	other	papers

and	food	wrappers	and	his	mother	binned	the	unbound	pages.	However,	he	then

proceeded	to	re-make	his	book,	this	1me	discarding	the	square	papers	on	which	we	had

drawn	the	big	pages	before	gluing	them	to	the	dummy,	and	instead	drawing	his	story

directly	onto	a	dummy	that	required	his	story	to	be	briefer	than	his	storyboard	had

intended.		Michael	also	ignored	the	lines	underneath	the	boxes	in	the	storyboard

template	which	were	intended	for	adding	preliminary	text.	Alex	and	Naomi	also	ignored

these,	and	Naomi	explained	that	she	would	be	able	to	remember	what	was	happening	in

each	of	her	spreads.	

Sam	and	Michael	also	used	me	as	a	tool	in	order	to	complete	their	stories:	they	had	me

write	the	text	as	they	sat	by	my	side,	carefully	choosing	the	words	that	would	go	on	their

pages	and	what	would	happen	next.	During	the	1me	that	it	would	take	them	to	dictate

their	stories	neither	of	them	became	distracted	in	games	with	the	other	children,

preferring	instead	to	remain	focused	on	their	stories.	Sam	climbed	onto	his	chair,	placing

the	top	half	of	his	body	on	the	table	and	peeking	over	my	arms	as	he	kept	his	gaze	fixed

on	my	tracings	on	the	page.	Michael	stood	to	my	len,	playing	with	a	pencil	as	he	shined

his	weight	to	the	sides	and	looked	around	the	room	-	for	once	not	looking	for	a	new

game	but	for	words	to	give	for	me	to	write	into	his	book.	In	this	way	they	also	controlled

my	involvement	and	the	way	in	which	it	happened:	when	it	came	to	their	books,	I	was

not	so	much	a	guide	or	a	teacher,	but	a	tool,	and	they	were	the	ones	who	were	in	charge
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of	deciding	how	the	stories	would	unfold	even	if	I	was	the	one	holding	the	pencil.	

Naomi	and	Chelsea	used	their	knowledge	of	literate	conven1ons	to	modify	the	rules	of

book-making.	Although	they	were	the	ones	who	most	wished	to	make	a	book	that

resembled	my	own,	they	brought	with	them	understandings	from	chapter	books	which

usually	have	no	place	in	a	tradi1onal	picturebook.	It	was	not	in	the	rules	that	they

should	not	add	chapters	or	page	numbers,	but	it	was	also	never	men1oned.	Yet	these

are	features	of	the	more	‘advanced’	texts	to	which	they	both	are	used,	and	their

implementa1on	speaks	of	how	they	represented	their	literate	iden1ty	through	their

books.	Michael	did	similarly	by	including	a	back	cover	with	a	barcode,	price	tag	and

YouTube	channel.	Not	only	does	the	inclusion	of	his	channel	make	his	book	a	branded

part	of	him,	but	it	also	displays	his	literate	self	under	a	light	of	business	literacy,	bringing

his	book	to	a	different	realm	from	his	classmates’:	his	was	not	only	an	exercise	for

school,	but	a	product,	a	commodity.			

10.3.2	Self-representa1on10.3.2	Self-representa1on	

Within	a	framework	of	literacy	as	ways	of	‘interac1ng,	being	and	represen1ng’	(Rogers

and	Elias,	2012)and	a	narra1ve	understanding	of	iden1ty	and	self-understanding	as

interpreta1ons	or	self-interpreta1ons	(Ricoeur,	1992),	this	study	finds	resonance	with

theories	from	the	New	Literacy	Studies.	The	par1cipant	children’s	bookmaking	prac1ces

revealed	an	intricate	web	of	discourses	from	school,	home,	peers	and	different	media

that	informed	their	construc1ons	of	themselves	as	literate	beings.	Book-making,	like	I
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explained	in	Michael’s	chapter,	is	an	ac1vity	that	stands	at	the	crossroads	of	several

different	types	of	literacies	on	the	part	of	the	bookmaker.	Not	only	does	it	call	for	the

technical	skill	required	to	write,	operate	and	understand	pages	and	literary	conven1ons,

and	the	use	of	language,	but	it	also	requires	a	knowledge	of	narra1ve	structures	and	of

whatever	different	elements	that	will	be	used	in	the	story	that	is	to	be	told.	Crea1ng

stories	therefore	cannot	rely	solely	on	a	concept	of	literacy	that	understands	it	as

‘reading,	wri1ng,	speaking	and	listening	well’,	nor	on	separa1ng	school	literacy	from

home	contexts	and	home	literacy.		The	children	in	this	study	took	advantage	of	my	status

as	non-teacher	and	of	the	project	as	not-school,	and	their	exercises	of	agency	took	them

to	find	their	own	interpreta1ons	of	‘self-representa1on’	in	books.	Their	self-

representa1ons	were	crea1ve	and	made	use	of	their	knowledge	of	various	literacies

from	a	range	of	sources	in	order	to	create	them.	

Self-representa1on,	far	from	being	about	merely	drawing	themselves	as	book	characters,

came	through	in	the	ways	in	which	they	chose	to	approach	the	project,	create	their

characters,	put	them	to	use	or	not,	and	the	ac1ons	and	stories	they	developed.	It	was

instead	about	a	nego1a1on	of	my	demands	and	their	wishes	–	as	in	Brimon’s	(1977)

theory,	the	exercise	offered	a	space	for	play,	for	tes1ng	out	different	literacies	and	taking

ownership	over	an	object	over	which	they	not	always	have	control.	In	par1cular,	Sydney

and	Sam,	who	were	classified	as	‘struggling	readers’,	s1ll	found	a	way	to	reclaim	the

book	as	a	space	for	play,	and	took	charge	of	an	object	and	a	format	for	storytelling	which

is	usually	presented	to	them	in	a	more	challenging	context,	in	which	they	have	limle	or
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no	control.	

The	children’s	comple1on	of	their	stories	as	being	telling	of	themselves	was	only

possible	by	their	recourse	to	their	home	worlds	and	usual	literacy	prac1ces.	For

example,	Sam	onen	chose	not	to	par1cipate,	staying	instead	in	the	classroom.	However,

when	he	did	join	us	and	decided	to	make	a	character,	and	later	a	book,	he	took	to	his

knowledge	of	superheroes	and	videogames,	drawing	from	his	home	literacy	prac1ces	in

order	to	engage	with	the	ac1vity	at	hand.	Their	self-representa1ons	are	therefore

influenced	by	their	different	literate	knowledges	outside	of	school.	This	is	evidenced	in

Sam’s	knowledge	of	pop	culture	characters;	Naomi	and	Chelsea’s	knowledge	of	different

literary	conven1ons	and	language;	Michael’s	array	of	ac1on-genre	narra1ve	elements;

Alex’s	construc1on	of	masculinity;	and	Sydney’s	understanding	of	belonging.	Sydney,

Chelsea,	Naomi	and	Alex	are	also	notable	for	the	highly	emo1onal	narra1ves	they

brought	into	their	bookmaking	processes.	In	this	way,	the	children’s	ability	to

successfully	complete	the	task,	irrespec1ve	of	their	teachers’	ini1al	assessments,

depended	on	this	connec1on	between	their	home	and	school	literacies,	and	not	on	their

ability	to	follow	a	predetermined	template.	This	is	linked	to	theories	that	contend	that

children’s	approaches	to	schooling	are	influenced	by	prior	knowledge	and	backgrounds

(Street,	2005,	2003,	#G4C12:	Dr.	James	Paul	Gee	Keynote,	2012)	

		

10.4	Children’s	interac1ons	with	picturebooks	and	self-nego1a1on10.4	Children’s	interac1ons	with	picturebooks	and	self-nego1a1on	

Children’s	interac1ons	with	picturebooks	were	guided	by	cultural	models	as	defined	by



426

Rogers	and	Elias	(2012),	whereby	a	set	of	narra1ves	construct	picturebooks	as	strictly	for

very	young	or	inexperienced	readers,	and	the	presence	of	words	as	a	requirement	for

reading	a	book.	The	children	were	influenced	by	various	narra1ves,	and	thus	they	were

not	all	influenced	by	the	same	narra1ves	in	the	same	way.	For	example,	Sydney’s

troubled	narra1ves	surrounding	her	rela1onship	with	her	brown	skin	influenced	her

interac1ons	with	books	portraying	brown	people,	and	Alex’s	construc1ons	of	gender

influenced	his	selec1on	processes,	making	him	biased	against	certain	books	based	on

gender	markers.	Banks	(2008)	and	Rogers	and	Elias	(2012)	contend	that	the	sense	of	self

develops	within	cultural	models	and	social	experiences,	as	our	own	self-stories	become

intertwined	with	larger	narra1ves	and	social	discourses,	and	the	stories	of	others	around

us.	

From	this	perspec1ve,	the	narra1ve	iden11es	of	the	children	involved	in	the	study	are

inevitably	connected	to	the	discourses	and	narra1ves	present	in	the	school	environment

and	in	picturebooks,	as	these	both	form	a	part	of	their	lives.	The	discourses	present	in

the	school	context	surrounding	culture	and	literacy	can	greatly	influence	children’s	self-

percep1on	and	sense	of	literate	iden1ty	(Scherer,	2014),	as	was	evidenced	in	the

rela1onships	children	had	developed	with	the	act	of	reading	and	the	presence	of	print

text,	and	the	way	in	which	they	had	learned	to	approach	the	act	of	reading	itself.	The

school’s	lack	of	diverse	and	contemporary	picturebooks	offering	a	range	of	different

ways	of	being	and	the	teachers’	colourblind	approach	to	cultural	and	racial	diversity

contributed	to	crea1ng	a	specific	narra1ve	in	the	school	which	perpetuated	the
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norma1vity	of	the	white,	Western,	able-bodied	experience.	This	is	not	to	say	that	this

was	inten1onal,	but	rather	a	consequence	of	the	preexis1ng	norma1vity	of	this

experience	and	its	doxic	quality.	The	expecta1on	that	children	would	eventually	grow	to

‘accept’	that	books	are	a	certain	way	also	supports	this	interpreta1on.	This	is	not	to	say

that	children	are	ac1vely	expected	to	accept	white,	Western	norma1vity	but	rather	that

cultural	norma1vity	is	simply	accepted	in	the	school	ethos.	Although	the	children	are	not

ac1vely	encouraged	to	accept	it,	they	are	also	not	ac1vely	encouraged	to	adopt	a	cri1cal

perspec1ve,	instead	focusing	on	structural	aspects	of	literacy	as	a	skill	when	interac1ng

with	books	and	texts.	

This	acceptance	of	norma1vity	was	reflected	in	Naomi’s	view	of	brown	people	in	books

always	or	nearly	always	being	from	a	country	other	than	England,	sugges1ng	a	specific

form	of	engagement	on	her	part	when	interac1ng	with	picturebooks.	The	lack	of	stories

that	represent	people	of	colour	within	Western	environments	as	locals	or	na1ve	to	those

environments	also	influences	Naomi’s	perspec1ve,	because	a	narra1ve	in	which	brown

people	are	a	normal	and	expectable	part	of	English	society	does	not	really	exist.	For

Michael,	who	did	not	have	many	first-hand	experiences	with	people	of	colour,	the

perpetua1on	of	white	norma1vity	through	the	school’s	narra1ve	did	nothing	to

challenge	his	fear	and	dislike	of	brown	people.	For	children	like	Sydney,	who	may	have

conflicted	rela1onships	with	their	cultural	and	racial	heritage,	this	inescapable

norma1vity	may	create	an	environment	in	which	they	are	perpetually	out	of	place.
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In	this	thesis,	I	have	tried	to	conduct	an	explora1on	of	how	this	par1cular	set	of	children

related	to	picturebooks	through	two	broad	strands:	as	interpreters	of	a	text	that	has

been	wrimen	(a	commercial	picturebook),	and	as	creators	of	their	own	picturebook.	My

focus	has	been	on	these	in-between	spaces,	the	ecological	‘third	space’	where	the	child

and	the	text	meet,	either	for	reinterpreta1on	or	produc1on,	and	the	thoughts	and

behaviours	expressed	during	these	moments.	I	thought	necessary	to	bring	to	the	fore

the	crea1ve	role	of	the	child	as	a	maker	and	teller	of	stories	because	previous	studies

have,	I	feel,	onen	ignored	the	different	dimension	that	the	crea1ve	role	adds	to	the

understanding	of	children’s	rela1onships	to	literacy	prac1ces.	

This	thesis	posed	ques1ons	of	how	children	understand	themselves	within	interac1ons

with	picturebooks,	both	as	creators	and	consumers,	and	how	the	discourses	exis1ng	in

commercial	picturebooks	affect	this	self-understanding	and	their	rela1onships	with

difference.	The	research	was	done	from	a	broad	concept	of	literacy	as	meaning-making

prac1ces	iden11es	as	narra1ve	and	narra1vely	inscribed	in	history	and	culture.	From

that	standpoint,	I	engaged	both	my	cultural,	historical	and	personal	literacies	to

construct	an	arts-informed	methodological	approach	that	explored	children’s	literate

iden11es	through	visual	and	verbal	narra1ves.	Among	various	visual	tools	of	analysis

created	as	part	of	the	visual	narra1ve,	a	metaphor	of	cultural	‘masks’	which	shape	and

how	we	perceive	ourselves	and	others	was	developed.	The	mask	metaphor	became

crucial	for	the	analy1cal	process,	and	was	used	thoroughly	to	illustrate	children’s

rela1onships	to	school	literacies	throughout	the	project,	and	how	elements	of	school
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culture	became	nego1ated	and	used	when	interac1ng	with	texts	and	with	school

literacy.	

My	findings	suggest	that	children’s	rela1onships	with	print	text	are	largely	influenced	by

school	narra1ves	and	discourses,	and	that	these	have	a	significant	impact	on	children’s

literate	iden11es.		Children’s	self-understanding	and	iden1ty	nego1a1on	while

interac1ng	with	picturebooks	reflected	an	intricate	web	of	literacies	and	knowledges

that	are	employed	for	these	interac1ons	as	both	readers	and	makers,	reflec1ng	the

importance	of	bridging	school	and	home	literacies	for	children’s	engagement	with	the

book	as	medium.	The	children	presented	here	as	par1cipants	in	the	project	are	not	to	be

taken	as	‘typical’	picturebook	readers	or	makers,	but	as	par1cular	cases	which	are

representa1ve	of	the	complex	network	of	interpreta1ons	and	rela1onships	that	children

may	form	with	literacy	and	reading.	

The	findings	challenge	dominant	concepts	of	literacy	as	mostly	skill-based	that	are

pervasive	through	policy	and	schooling	in	England,	and	support	broader	understandings

of	it	as	constructed	in	approaches	such	as	the	New	Literacy	Studies.	It	supports

Gonzalez,	Moll	and	Aman1’s	(2005)	theories	of	funds	of	knowledge,	and	sociocultural-

historical	theories	(Marsh	and	Larson,	2005).	Children’s	involvement	with	the	ac1vi1es

clearly	established	them	as	ac1ve	interpreters	of	their	worlds,	nego1a1ng	their	different

knowledges	without	separa1ng	them	into	discrete	and	separate	categories.	They	were

con1nuously	engaged	with	their	heritages	and	home	contexts	alongside	their	school
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literacies	and	pressures,	and	nego1ated	these	through	the	tasks	they	encountered,	and

it	was	only	when	allowed	to	freely	engage	in	this	nego1a1on	and	truly	bring	their

literacies	to	the	table	that	they	were	able	to	complete	the	bookmaking	ac1vity.	The

findings	reflect	the	internalisa1on	of	ways	of	interac1ng	with	books	and	the

hierarchisa1on	of	texts,	as	children	construed	picturebooks	as	‘not	reading’	or	as	less

sophis1cated	than	books	with	larger	amounts	of	print	text	solely	on	the	basis	of	the

amount	of	print	text	within	it.	

The	findings	are	also	reflec1ve	of	the	significance	that	cultural	representa1on	in

picturebooks,	both	on	the	part	of	the	publishing	industry	and	the	part	of	schools

crea1ng	children’s	reading	spaces	and	offering	children	access	to	texts.	Children	showed

that	they	were	not	only	able	to	empathise	with	characters	of	any	background,	but	rather

that	they	had	rela1vely	fixed	ideas	on	these	characters	that	emerge	from	a	limited

perspec1ve	of	the	way	of	being	those	characters	represent	–	such	as	thinking	that	brown

characters	always	come	from	outside	of	England.	Children’s	extremely	limited

experience	of	books	with	brown	people	outside	of	scheme	books	also	suggested	that

their	exposure	to	racial	and	cultural	diversity	is	minimal.	These	findings	are	significant	in

the	current	poli1cal	and	social	climate,	in	which	the	UK	is	enmeshed	in	discussions

around	immigra1on,	mul1culturalism	and	their	consequences.	The	findings	reflect	a

need	for	a	change	in	approaching	culture	and	diversity	which	follows	Bartoli	and

Michael’s	(2014)	call	for	approaches	which	deal	directly	with	difference	instead	of

adop1ng	colourblind	approaches	that	eschew	the	poin1ng	out	of	differences	or	shy
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away	from	difficult	conversa1ons	surrounding	race,	ethnicity	and	religion.	Although

picturebooks	are	not	the	only	or	the	most	significant	places	where	children	will

encounter	diversity,	and	will	also	not	be	the	only	or	most	significant	factor	to	influence

self-concept,	children’s	understandings	and	construc1ons	of	themselves	will	have	a

significant	influence	on	their	percep1ons	and	construc1ons	of	others.	Therefore,	it	is

important	that	children	may	be	able	to	see	themselves	culturally	and	historically	in

connec1on	with	others,	par1cularly	in	texts	which	form	a	part	of	the	culturally

significant	experience	that	is	schooling.	

The	same	can	be	said	of	the	rela1onship	between	picturebooks	and	reading	habits.	One

of	the	provisions	in	the	new	edi1on	of	the	Na1onal	Curriculum	is	that	literacy	lessons

should	aim	to	ins1l	a	‘love	of	reading’	and	books	in	children.	I	contend	here	that

although	picturebooks	by	themselves	may	not	be	the	most	significant	factor	to	influence

a	child’s	self-concept,	their	self-concept	will	instead	be	a	significant	factor	to	influence

their	rela1onship	with	books	and	their	literary	iden1ty.	I	arrive	at	this	conclusion

following	the	par1cipants’	rela1onships	with	books	throughout	the	study	as	both	makers

and	readers,	which	seemed	to	be	heavily	marked	by	their	personal	judgements	of

themselves	in	rela1on	to	books	and	reading.	Within	that	understanding,	the	cul1va1on

of	a	love	of	reading	and	books	should	come	from	cul1va1ng	a	healthy	rela1onship	with

books	and	reading	from	a	young	age,	that	encourages	explora1on	and	fosters

connec1ons	between	school	construc1ons	of	‘reading’	and	the	uses	and	purposes	that

‘reading’	broadly	understood	may	have	in	a	child’s	home	life.	This	runs	contrary	to
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construc1ons	of	‘struggling	readers’	or	‘prolific	readers’	which	focus	largely	on	a	child’s

ability	to	decode	print	text.	Specifically,	in	this	study,	the	two	children	constructed	as

‘struggling	readers’	showed	that	they	had	other	literacy	skills,	such	as	the	ability	to	speak

different	languages	and	successfully	code	switch	during	a	conversa1on,	and	the

understanding	of	narra1ve	structures.	However,	these	children	were	constructed	by

their	deficiencies	within	a	model	that	relies	heavily	upon	a	single	story	of	reading	and

literacy.	

I	believe	these	findings	have	implica1ons	for	prac1ce	across	different	fields,	spanning

educa1on,	illustra1on,	arts	and	publishing.	Bookmakers,	such	as	illustrators,	writers,

editors	and	publishers	may	benefit	from	an	insight	into	children’s	nego1a1on	strategies

and	how	the	contents	they	create	interact	within	a	social,	cultural	and	historical	context

as	they	encounter	the	child	audience	that	they	target,	par1cularly	in	terms	of	age

banding	and	ideas	of	‘age	appropriateness’.	This	study	supports	others	which	have

exhorted	industry	professionals	to	include	a	wider	variety	of	perspec1ves,	cultures	and

lives	in	books,	not	just	as	voiceless	crowds	to	the	stories	of	norma1ve	children	but	as

main	characters	with	storylines	of	their	own.	However,	unlike	other	studies,	the

methodological	approach	in	this	study	focused	on	producing	in-depth	portraits	of

individual	children,	which	may	give	a	deeper	insight	into	some	par1cular	ways	in	which

children’s	interac1ons	with	picturebooks	are	inscribed	in	a	context	much	larger	than	it

would	seem	to	be	on	the	surface.	Educa1on	professionals,	such	as	teachers,

educa1onalists	and	policymakers	may	be	interested	in	the	rela1onships	that	children
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formed	with	texts	and	how	their	different	knowledges	and	literacies	came	together,

par1cularly	in	rela1on	to	children’s	feelings	towards	books	and	reading	in	the	school

context,	and	how	they	relate	to	cultural	discourses	and	narra1ves	exis1ng	in	educa1onal

contexts.	They	may	also	be	interested	in	the	par1cipa1on	of	children	construed	as

‘struggling’	and	how	they	engaged	with	bookmaking,	and	how	these	construc1ons	of

ability	and	skill	relates	to	the	children’s	ability	to	engage	with	texts	as	both	consumers

and	makers.	Although	this	study	supports	other	findings	about	children’s	emo1onal

rela1onships	with	literacy	(Scherer,	2014,	2013;	Rogers	and	Elias,	2012),	the	significance

of	home	literacies	and	pop	culture	in	promo1ng	literacy	for	reluctant	readers	(Marsh	and

Millard,	2000)and	the	importance	of	considering	rela1onships	between	home	and

school	cultures	and	literacies	(Street,	2005,	1984,	#G4C12:	Dr.	James	Paul	Gee	Keynote,

2012;	Gonzalez,	Moll	and	Aman1,	2005),	it	is	innova1ve	in	its	methodological	approach

that	permits	a	closer	look	at	children’s	unique	literary	rela1onships	and	construc1ons	of

themselves	through	an	object	as	bound	to	school	literacy	prac1ces	and	discourses	as	is

the	picturebook.	

Following	my	study,	further	research	can	be	done	in	other	communi1es	to	explore

literate	rela1onships	and	iden1ty	construc1on	from	other	points	of	view,	which	I	believe

could	provide	valuable	insight	into	how	different	cultural	contexts	relate	to	literacy	as	a

concept.	During	the	study,	the	children	engaged	in	numerous	play	behaviours,	such	as

amicable	compe11ons	to	finish	their	books,	doodling	on	each	other’s	bodies	or

storyboard	sheets,	play-ac1ng	aspects	of	their	books	and	physically	interac1ng	with	the
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picturebooks	we	read.	They	also	provided	struggling	classmates	with	scaffolding	and

support	when	necessary	with	spelling,	ideas	for	storylines,	and	sugges1ons	for	colouring,

scenes	or	behaviours	for	their	characters.	These	aspects,	although	greatly	interes1ng,

were	not	explored	in	order	to	make	way	for	the	major	concerns	of	the	thesis.	Further

research	could	focus	on	these	aspects	of	literate	iden1ty,	which	I	believe	were

substan1ally	important	to	children’s	enjoyment	and	engagement	with	the	project.	It	is

important	to	remember	that	it	was	not	the	purpose	of	this	study	to	find	discrete,	fixed

answers	to	ques1ons,	but	to	understand	the	findings	as	rela1ve	to	this	par1cular

explora1on	of	these	children’s	self-interpreta1ons	and	their	individual	par1cipa1on.

Therefore,	I	would	recommend	that	further	research	should	not	amempt	to	replicate	my

findings,	but	seek	to	find	similarly	shaped	constella1ons	of	literacies	and	knowledges	in

children’s	literate	iden11es.		

Finally,	this	study	also	had	a	significant	impact	upon	my	own	prac1ce,	as	a	researcher

and	as	an	illustrator.	Prior	to	this	research,	I	had	rarely	concerned	myself	specifically	with

what	would	happen	to	the	stories	I	might	make	aner	they	reach	their	intended	audience,

beyond	imagining	(or	hoping)	that	the	story	might	be	broadly	entertaining.	Conduc1ng

this	research	and	wri1ng	and	pain1ng	my	thesis	forced	me	to	turn	a	cri1cal	eye	towards

my	prac1ce	as	an	illustrator,	and	to	give	a	much	greater	importance	to	the	processes

through	which	children	engage	with	the	books	they	read.	It	also	forced	me	to	face	myself

as	a	professional,	and	put	my	skills	as	a	budding	writer	and	illustrator	of	books	to	use

through	a	research	prac1ce	that	I	found	unforeseeably	thrilling.
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The	process	of	designing	a	methodology	that	was	both	suitable	and	engaged	my	own

exis1ng	knowledge,	although	daun1ng,	allowed	me	to	bridge	myself	what	I	perceived	as

a	divide	between	what	I	thought	was	‘academically	acceptable’	-	what	counted	as

academic	validity,	rigour	and	reliability	-	and	the	ways	in	which	I	saw	and	constructed	the

world.	In	a	way,	my	methodological	designing	mirrored	what	would	then	happen	when

making	books	with	the	children:	the	pre-established	frameworks	were	summarily

dismissed,	opening	space	for	a	more	personal	approach	that	brought	together	my

epistemological	and	ontological	ethos	and	the	demands	for	rigour	and	validity	of

academic	research.	Instead	of	forcing	rigidity	onto	what	was	by	defini1on	fluid	and	living

iden11es	and	cultural	processes	(as	the	children	I	observed	were	being	enculturated

through	their	schooling,	and	I	was	being	enculturated	into	an	academic	world),

responsiveness	was	allowed	to	flourish,	and	it	was	at	that	1me	that	I	was	able	to

embrace	my	role	and	my	iden1ty	as	a	researcher.	Like	Michael’s	insistence	on	YouTube

channel	and	price	tags,	my	own	cultural	and	literate	understandings,	which	include	my

history	and	my	knowledge,	found	their	way	onto	the	page	as	part	of	my	literate	iden1ty,

the	vast	network	of	literacies	and	home	contexts	upon	which	I	draw	to	construct	my	self-

interpreta1on	and	find	my	place	in	the	world.		

		

At	the	end	of	the	project,	when	Sam	was	adding	purple	and	black	to	his	drawing	of	an

enderdragon,	I	asked	the	Year	2	group	how	it	had	felt	to	make	a	book.	Both	girls	had

enjoyed	it	–	they	liked	to	draw,	to	tell	stories	and	to	spend	1me	with	me.	Sam	had	also

liked	it.	When	I	asked	him	how	he	felt	about	making	a	book,	he	gave	me	an	answer	that
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would	resonate	with	me	as	I	thought	back	upon	my	experiences	with	research,	and

especially	the	long	and	complex	rela1onship	I	had	with	my	developing	methodology.	

It	had	made	him	feel	like	he	was	in	charge.	And	that	was	a	good	thing.
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APPENDIX	I:	Timeline	of	PhD	courseAPPENDIX	I:	Timeline	of	PhD	course

Year	1:	Oct	2013	-	Oct	2014
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Year	2:	Oct	214	-	Oct	2015

Year	3:	Oct	2015	-	Oct	2016
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APPENDIX	II:	Timeline	of	data	collectionAPPENDIX	II:	Timeline	of	data	collection
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APPENDIX	III:	Picturebooks	with	protagonists	of	colour	from	the	auditedAPPENDIX	III:	Picturebooks	with	protagonists	of	colour	from	the	audited

sample	at	Edge4ield	sample	at	Edge4ield	

Sample	audited	consisted	of	1,173	picturebooks,	where	the	majority	(611)	were

books	with	nonhuman	protagonists.	Of	the	remaining	books,	508	had	white

protagonists,	and	only	54	had	protagonists	of	colour,	which	are	listed	here.

	

Key:	Key:	

Pr:Pr:	protagonist	

B:B:	black	

Con:Con:	context	

W/NW:W/NW:	Western/	Non	Western	

GR:GR:	Goodreads	

AM:AM:	Amazon	

PW:PW:	Publishers	Weekly	

Amazon	and	Goodreads	use	a	4ive-star	ratings	system;	Publisher’s	Weekly	gives

positive	(+),	negative	(-)	or	mixed	(M)	reviews.	
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APPENDIX	V:	Sample	picturebook	made	for	the	picturebook	workshopAPPENDIX	V:	Sample	picturebook	made	for	the	picturebook	workshop
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APPENDIX	VI:	Storyboard	for	sample	picturebookAPPENDIX	VI:	Storyboard	for	sample	picturebook
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APPENDIX	VII:	Sample	images	of	impressionistic	records,	thumbnails	andAPPENDIX	VII:	Sample	images	of	impressionistic	records,	thumbnails	and
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