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Abstract
As the demographics of U.S. schools are chang-
ing, educators have to embrace this change and
prepare students to adopt diversity and inclusiv-
ity as a means to increase students’ understand-
ing of their peers. Not only are race and ethnici-
ty identities at the forefront of these changes,
gender identity and ability identity must also be
supported, as more students are challenging
traditional gender roles and as more students
are mainstreamed into regular education clas-
ses. This article seeks to address usage of inter-
active read alouds of multicultural literature as
a means to help bridge students who need inclu-
sive and equitable pedagogical practices in
race, gender, and ability identity and those who
need to understand those who identify as one or
more of the aforementioned. A recommended
list of multicultural literature is included with
discussion starters to assist educators in estab-
lishing critical conversations with students who
identify as one of the listed identities or for
those students who need to understand those
students who identify differently than them.

Keywords: multicultural children’s literature,
racial identity, gender identity, ability identity,
read alouds

Background of the Problem

In the early 2000’s, the United States
entered an era characterized by the influx of
immigrants and a vast increase in the number
of U.S. born ethnic minorities (Banks, 2001,
NCES, 2014). That era continues; for exam-
ple, from fall 2011 the number of White stu-
dents enrolled in prekindergarten through 12"
grade in the U.S. public schools decreased.
The number of Latino students enrolled dur-
ing this same time period, however, increased
(NCES, 2014). Most recently, there has been
an increase of students of color in public
school classrooms. In fact, the United States
Department of Commerce (2000) projected
that African American, Asian American, and
Latino students will comprise nearly 57% of
all students across the nation by the year
2050. Thus, there is a critical need for future
educators to embrace the reality that they will
be working with students whose backgrounds
will, more often than not, be unlike their
own; teacher educators need to be prepared
and know how to prepare their students to
embrace this reality, as well (Clayton, 2011;
Hughes, Gleason, & Zhang, 2005; Nieto &
Bode, 2012; Wilson & Rodkin, 2011). Within
the ever-changing context of the sociopoliti-
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cal climate, it is important that teacher educators
provide students with opportunities to explore a
variety of multicultural children’s literature to
help build students’ level of comfort and under-
standing of the social issues expressed in discus-
sion with students in classrooms.

Multiple factors influence identity devel-
opment including race, ethnicity, social class,
language, gender, sexual orientation, religion,
and ability (Nieto & Bode, 2012). Gee (2000)
suggests that identity includes ‘“being recog-
nized as a certain kind of person in a given con-
text” (p. 99). Because multiple factors influence
one’s identity development, it is imperative that
teachers are aware of the complex nature of the
identity development process. Emdin (2016)
suggests that when instructing students, teachers
are more successful when they recognize the
students’ realities. This article seeks to identify
best practices when using multicultural read
alouds and the possible effects they have on
identity development. Additionally, this work
seeks to make recommendations for teachers
who can incorporate multicultural children’s
literature through teacher-led, interactive read
alouds. Multicultural children’s literature that
incorporates racial identity, gender identity, and
ability identity will also be explored.

Purpose of Interactive Read Aloud

Reading aloud to students is a practice
that is consistently recommended for elementary
teachers in order to encourage students’ engage-
ment with and motivation to read text (Dugan,
1997; Sipe, 2000, 2002). Researchers have ex-
amined how teachers use “read-alouds” in the
classroom (Fisher, Flood, Lapp, & Frey, 2004)
and the teacher practices used to analyze how
students respond to the books that are read aloud
(to them by teachers and/or peers and/or that
they read aloud themselves) (Sipe, 2000, 2002).

Little attention has focused on how book sub-
ject matter may influence teacher reading and
student reading response. Furthermore, re-
search shows that in the educational space
limited opportunity exists for students to have
open-ended conversation around literature
(Worthy, Chamberlain, Peterson, Sharp, &
Shih, 2012).

In a recent study which explored
teachers’ comfort level with discussions of a
variety of social topics with children, it was
found that the topics of marriage equality and
gender identity elicited the most discomfort.
Teachers identified these two topics as areas
they would not discuss with students in their
classroom (Piper, Walker, Pittman, 2017).
Religion, family composition, incarceration
and politics were also areas of concern for
teachers as they identified these areas as top-
ics that they would discuss but would experi-
ence discomfort when doing so. The topics
that teachers felt they could openly discuss
included disabilities, poverty, and aging.
Teachers may feel challenged by the sociopo-
litical contexts of some read aloud experienc-
es. Teachers need to be confident and com-
fortable to discuss social issues and hot topics
with their students with a sense of fearless-
ness. Confidence and comfort is vital to their
ability to discuss social issues and hot topics
with their students. Both educators of pre-
service teachers, and those who work with
teachers, can be better prepared to support
teachers in these new frames of discussion.

Multicultural Children’s Literature
The umbrella of multicultural chil-
dren’s literature includes multiple categories
(e.g., religion, social groups, gender, families,
race, etc.). The variety of topics and texts
provides children with opportunity to expand
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their knowledge and understandings about vari-
ous topics. When teachers select and imple-
ment carefully considered authentic literature
they can avoid promoting stereotypes for groups
of people or of cultures. In applying Freire’s
(1970) framework of critical literacy to the
teaching of children, the goal is, again, to teach
reading and writing while also teaching self-
efficacy and agency. Freire (1970) describes
critical literacy as a process of coming to con-
sciousness about issues of power, privilege, and
oppression in the world, and then using that
consciousness to push back against societal in-
justices. Children learn to read and write, while
also learning to resist the coercive effects of un-
critical literacy amongst other things (e.g.,
standardized instruction, especially of language)
(Comber, Thompson, & Wells, 2001; Janks,
2000; Luke, 2000). Thus, teachers who teach
using multicultural children’s literature through
a critical literacy framework should do so
through a “problem posing” approach to consid-
er issues of culturally relevant concerns for stu-
dents as problems in search of solutions, rather
than simply static conditions of existence from
which there is no relief (Freire, 1970, 1990).
When the approach and framework are student
centered, opportunities for critical conversations
to arise around social issues that children often
question when otherwise those conversations
are left untouched due to teachers’ comfort lev-
els. Children who have the opportunity to dis-
cuss literature through interactive read aloud,
develop comprehension strategies and their own
self-perceptions and identities as readers
(Wiseman, 2012). As teachers consider the com-
plexity of interactive read-aloud and critical
conversations, it is crucial to familiarize them
with a variety of texts that they can use to in-
crease comfort levels with these societal topics
and provide students with engaging dialogue.

This work seeks to explore multicul-
tural children’s literature across three areas;
racial identity, gender identity, and ability
identity. Included are books that address each
area and detailed sample questions that teach-
ers can use to prompt student discussion dur-
ing read alouds in the elementary-aged class-
room.

Racial Identity. Media outlets can impact
the ways that society and particularly chil-
dren see race today. Topics such as immigra-
tion, police brutality, poverty, and race are
often at the forefront of social discussions. In
response, the selection of children’s literature
around similar topics is increasing. The fol-
lowing texts can be used to introduce the top-
ic of race to children, The Other Side
(Woodson, 2001), Pink and Say (Polacco,
1994), Tea and Milk (Say, 2009), and Sepa-
rate is Never Equal (Tonatiuh, 2014). While
reading, texts like these provide opportunities
for the reader to make meaning of the story
and situate the social contexts. Table 1 pro-
vides publication details and a brief summary
of these recommended texts.

Gender Identity. Gender identity is a topic
that is relevant in schools today. Gay, lesbi-
an, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) youth
are declaring their identity at younger ages,
and the average coming out age is sixteen
(Herdt & Boxer, 1996, as cited in Human
Rights Watch, 2001). Because of varying
definitions around gender identity and sexual
identity, the exact number of school-aged
children who identify as GLBT in the United
States may be difficult to determine. Because
schools are designated safe spaces for chil-
dren, teachers can support students’ true iden-
tity with texts that explore discussions about
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gender identity. Texts that are appropriate for
forming critical conversations centered around
gender identity are represented in Table 2.

Ability Identity. As classrooms continue to
grow, teachers are charged with meeting the
varying needs of individual students. Often the
social development determines how a child will
participate in school and in society. Inclusion of
all children is essential to the development of
each individual child. The Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA,
2004) was created to ensure that all students
have an equitable education. Today schools in-
clude children who have a physical or educa-
tional disability, and many of these students are
mainstreamed into the general education class-
rooms with the support of special education
teachers and assistants. Teaching children the
importance of acceptance is an important part of
their own identity development. There are many
texts available that explore students’ ability
identity. Some suggested texts are outlined in
Table 3 provide insight about various ability
identity topics ranging from visual impairment
to autism.

Discussion of Implementation of Multicultur-
al Children’s Literature

While a majority of educators agree that
frequent teacher read alouds are important
(Anderson, Hieber, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985;
Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998), they have diffi-
culty implementing them when they are tasked
with a standards-based approach to teaching es-
pecially when school districts promote a pre-
packaged scripted curriculum with limited flexi-
bility to add multicultural children’s texts. Addi-
tionally, studies on teacher read alouds (Bintz,
1993; Elley, 1992; Ouellette, Dagostino, & Car-
ifio, 1999) have been conducted but the lack of

discussion around the process that effective
teachers use to implement read alouds to en-
hance student learning on multicultural topics
is lacking. What is evident is that research
suggests there are limited opportunities for
students to have open-ended conversations
around literature in PK-12 classrooms
(Worthy, Chamberlain, Peterson, Sharp, &
Shih, 2012). Bohm (1996) argues that in or-
der to create such spaces, teachers need to
assume more of a facilitator role in the class-
room, and even act as a participant in the dis-
cussion of texts. This is a vital teacher role
when the topics around identity development
are addressed.

A key element to interactive read
alouds is the opportunity that teachers have to
introduce students to literature they may not
have had the opportunity to view otherwise
(Hedrick & Pearish, 2003; Morrow, 2003).
Research demonstrates the benefits of read
aloud activities especially in terms of moti-
vating students to read and in develop their
reading prowess (Fisher, Flood, Lapp, &
Frey, 2004; Morrow, 2003; Palmer, Codling,
& Gambrell, 1994). Overall, the research em-
phasizes the importance of selecting texts that
increase student engagement with, and the
understanding of, literary features such as
character identification, story setting, and text
connections. These outcomes are most dura-
bly achieved when students undertake learn-
ing through analytically challenging conver-
sation about literature (Dungan, 1997; Sipe
2000; 2002). Multicultural texts related to
developing identities help students gain con-
nection to literature whereby children are
able to understand their own developing so-
cial identities while increasing their literacy
knowledge.
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Conclusion

Classrooms across the United States are
changing. Children are becoming more aware of
different issues facing society that, in fact, have
the potential to influence their identity develop-
ment. Now, more than ever, it is essential that
teachers consider how their approach to discuss-
ing these topics may influence a child’s social
development and their understanding of identity.
The literature provided is authentic and can be
used by teacher candidates, teachers, and teach-
er educators to begin to have the critical conver-
sations that impact students and teachers alike.
Implementing such literature has the power to
increase awareness of issues and impact societal
change.

References

Anderson, R. C., Hiebert, E. H., Scott, J. A., &
Wilkinson, I.A.G. (1985). Becoming a na-
tion of readers: The report of the Commis-
sion on Reading. Washington, DC: National
Institute of Education.

Banks, J. A. (2001). Cultural diversity and edu-
cation: Foundations, curriculum, and teach-
ing. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.;

Bintz, W. P. (1993). Resistant readers in sec-
ondary education: Some insights and impli-
cations. Journal of Reading, 30, 604—614.

Bohm, D. (1996). On dialogue. London:
Routledge.

Clayton, J. (2011). Changing diversity in U.S.
schools: The impact on elementary student
performance and achievement. Education
and Urban Society, 43(6), 671-95.

Comber, B., Thompson, P., &Wells, M. (2001).
Critical literacy finds a “place”: Writing and
social action in low-income Australian grade
2/3 classrooms. The Elementary School
Journal, 101, 451-464.

Dugan, J. (1997). Transactional literature dis-
cussions: Engaging students in the appre-
ciation and understanding of literature.
The Reading Teacher, 51(2), 86—96.

Elley, W. D. (1992) How in the world do stu-
dents read? IEA study of reading literacy.
The Hague, the Netherlands: International
Association for the Evaluation of Educa-
tional Achievement.

Emdin, C. (2016). For White folks who teach
in the hood and the rest of y’all too: Real-
ity pedagogy and urban education. Bea-
con Press.

Fisher, D., Flood, J., Lapp, D., & Frey, N.
(2004). Interactive read-alouds: Is there a
common set of implementation practices?
The Reading Teacher, 58(1), 8-17.

Freire, P. (1990). Education for critical con-
sciousness. South Hadley, MA: Bergin &
Garvey.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed.
New York: Continuum.

Gee, J. P. (2000). Identity as an analytic lens
for research in education. Review of Re-
search in Education, 25, 99-125.

Hedrick, W. B., & Pearish, A. B. (2003).
Good reading instruction is more im-
portant than who provides the instruction
or where it takes place. Promising practic-
es for urban reading instruction, 6-24.

Hughes, J., Gleason, & Zhang, D. (2005).
Relationship influences on teachers’ per-
ceptions of academic competence in aca-
demically at-risk minority and majority
first grade students. Journal of School
Psychology, 43(4), 303-20.

Human Rights Watch. 2001. Hatred in
the hallways: Violence and discrimina-
tion against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender students in U. S.
schools, New York: Author.



Page 20 READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators — Vol. 3, Issue 5, December 2017

ISSN: 2476-1915

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20
U.S.C. § 1400 (2004).

Janks, H. (2000). Domination, access, diversity,
and design: A synthesis for critical literacy
education. Educational Review, 52, 175-
186.

Luke, A. (2000). Critical literacy in Australia.
Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy,
43, 448—461.

Morrow, L. M. (2003). Motivating lifelong vol-
untary readers. In Handbook of research on
teaching the English language arts, 2nd, Ed-
ited by: Flood, J., Lapp, D., Squire, J. and
Jensen, J. 857-867. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2014).
Racial and ethnic enrollment in public
schools, 2014. Retrieved from http://
nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator _cge.asp

Nieto, S., & Bode, P. (2012). Affirming diversi-
ty: The sociopolitical context of multicultur-
al education (sixth edition). Boston, MA:
Pearson.

Ouellette, G., Dagostino, L.,&Carifio, J.
(1999).The effects of exposure to children's
literature through read-alouds and an infer-
encing strategy on low reading ability fifth
graders' sense of story structure and reading
comprehension. Reading Improvement, 36
(2), 73-89.

Palmer, B. M., Codling, R. M. & Gambrell, L.
B. (1994). In their own words: What ele-
mentary students have to say about motiva-
tion to read. The Reading Teacher, 48(2),
176-178.

Piper, R. E., Walker, T., and Pittman, R. T.
(2017). Exploring praxis: Teacher ability to
incorporate multicultural children’s litera-
ture. Unpublished raw data.

Sipe, L. R. (2000). The construction of liter-
ary understanding by first and second
graders in oral response to picture story-
book read-alouds. Reading Research
Quarterly, 35(2), 252-75.

Sipe, L. R. (2002). Talking back and taking
over: Young children's expressive en-
gagement during storybook read-alouds.
The Reading Teacher, 55: 476—483.

Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P.
(Eds.). (1998). Preventing reading diffi-
culties in young children. Washington:
DC: National Academy Press.

U.S. Census Bureau (2000). Statistical ab-
stract of the United States (one hundred
and twentieth edition). Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office.

Wilson, T., & Rodkin, P. (2011). African
American and European American chil-
dren in diverse elementary classrooms:
Social integration, social status, and so-
cial behavior. Child Development, 82(5),
1454-69.

Worthy, J., Chamberlain, K., Peterson, K.,
Sharp, C., Shih, P. (2012). The im-
portance of read-aloud dialogue in an era
of narrowed curriculum: An examination
of literature discussions in a second-grade
classroom. Literacy Research and Instruc-
tion, 51(4), 308- 322.

Wiseman, A. (2012). Resistance, engage-
ment, and understanding: A profile of a
struggling emergent reader responding to
read-alouds in a kindergarten classroom.
Reading and Writing Quarterly: Over-
coming Learning Difficulties, 28(3), 255-
78.



READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators — Vol. 3, Issue 5, December 2017 Page 21

ISSN: 2476-1915

Children’s Literature Cited

Elliott, R. (2014). Just because. Lion Hudson.

Ewert, M. (2011). 10,000 Dresses. Seven Stories
Press.

Herthel, J., & Jennings, J. (2014). I am Jazz.
Penguin.

Pessin-Whedbee, Brook. (2016). Who are you?:
The kid’s guide to gender identity. Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

Peete, H. R., & Peete, R. (2016). My brother
Charlie. Scholastic Inc..

Petrillo, G. (2007). Keep your ear on the ball.
Tilbury House Pub.

Polacco, P. (1994). Pink and say. Penguin.

Say, A. (1999). Tea with milk. Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt.

Tonatiuh, D. (2014). Separate is never equal:
Sylvia Mendez and her family’s fight for de-
segregation. Abrams Books for Young Read-
ers.

Woodson, J. (2001). The other side. Penguin.

APPENDIX A

De la Pefia, M. (2015). Last stop on Market
street. Penguin.

Elliott, R. (2014). Just because. Lion Hudson.

Ewert, M. (2011). 10,000 Dresses. Seven Stories
Press.

Herthel, J., & Jennings, J. (2014). I am Jazz.
Penguin.

Hoffman, M., & Youngblood, S.

(1998). Amazing grace. Dramatic Publish-
ing.

Kilodavis, C. (2011). My princess boy. Simon
and Schuster.

Pessin-Whedbee, Brook. (2016). Who are you?:
The kid’s guide to gender identity. Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

Peete, H. R., & Peete, R. (2016). My brother

Charlie. Scholastic Inc..

Petrillo, G. (2007). Keep your ear on the ball.
Tilbury House Pub.

Polacco, P. (1994). Pink and say. Penguin.
Say, A. (1999). Tea with milk. Houghton
Miftlin Harcourt.

Steptoe, J., & Alexander, T. (2001). Mufaro's
beautiful daughters. Live Oak Media.
Tonatiuh, D. (2014). Separate is never equal:
Sylvia Mendez and her family’s fight for
desegregation. Abrams Books for Young

Readers.

Tonatiuh, D. (2013). Pancho Rabbit and the
coyote: A migrant's tale. Abrams.

Williams-Garcia, R., & Johnson, S.A. (2010).
One crazy summer. New York, NY:
Amistad.

Woodson, J. (2016). Brown girl dreaming.
Penguin.

Woodson, J. (2001). The other side. Penguin.

Woodson, J. (2017). This is the rope: A story
from the Great Migration. Penguin.



Page 22
ISSN: 2476-1915

READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators — Vol. 3, Issue 5, December 2017

Table 1

Racial Identity Themed Texts

Text Title Author, Year Summary Discussion Prompts
The Other Side Jacqueline Woodson, A familiar story of a friendship be- Have your parents ever told
2001 tween Clover and Annie, two girls you not to go somewhere?
who live on opposite sides of a Explain.
fence. Clover, a young African-
American female and Annie, a young | Have your parents ever told
white female see each other often but | you that you could not be
have been told to not go to the other | friends with someone? Ex-
side. As summer passes, the two girls | plain.
introduce
themselves and the unfamiliar be- How did you meet your
comes familiar. This story shows the | friends?
power of young children.

Pink and Say Patricia Polacco, 1994 This is a story of interracial friend- Have you ever been friends
ship during the Civil War between with someone from a differ-
two 15-year old soldiers. Say, a ent race?
young White and poor soldier tells
the story of how he was rescued by Other than your family, have
Pinkus as he was wounded. The boys | you ever helped someone
eventually are torn apart again. when they were hurt? Why

did you choose to help?

Tea and Milk Allen Say, 2009 Recounting the story of May, who Have you ever been teased

after graduating from High School in
California is forced to move with her
parents to their native Japan. May
becomes rebellious and misses her
native country. Her parents make her
repeat high school to learn “her own
language” and the students begin to
tease her. May overcomes these chal-
lenges and focuses on exploring just
who she is.

for talking differently? Ex-
plain.

How would you feel if you
had to repeat a grade to learn
a language?

Separate is Never
Equal: Sylvia Mendez
& Her Family’s Fight

Duncan Tonatiuh, 2014

In 1944, third grader Sylvia Mendez
tried to enter school in California.
However, her family was repeatedly

What does injustice mean?

Should all students be al-

for Desegregation told, “Your children have to go to the | lowed to go to the same
Mexican School.” Unhappy with the | school? Explain.
comments from the school, Men-
dez’s parents formed an association Have you ever stood up for
and fought against the injustice. something in which you be-
lieved? Explain.
The Name Jar Yangsook Choi, A young Korean girl, Unhei, moved | How did you receive your

to an American school. In her new
school, she felt that she needed to
change her name to fit the identity of
U.S. students. Unhei’s classmates
put names in a jar for her to try. Un-
hei tried many American names.
Unbhei didn’t realize how special her
name was until a classmate visited
her neighborhood. Unhei decided to
keep her name as an important cul-
tural identity.

name?
What does your name mean?

Would you change your
name if you had to move to a
new country? Why or Why
not? Explain.
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Table 2

Gender Identity Themed Texts

Text Title Author, Year Summary Discussion Prompts
I Am Jazz Jessica Herthel, 2014 From a young age, Jazz In what ways do
knew she had a girl’s your family and
brain inside a boy’s body. | friends support you?
Confused, her family took
Jazz to the doctor, and the
(Jioctor confirmed that What does it mean
azz was transgender and to be vour true self?
born that way. Having a Exol Y ’
supportive family, Xplain.
friends, and the chance to
be your true self is evi-
dent throughout the story.
10,000 Dresses Marcus Ewert, 2008 Bailey has dreams every | Should Bailey be

night about beautifully
made dresses. Unfortu-
nately, nobody wants to
hear about these amazing
dreams. Instead, Bailey’s
parents suggest that Bai-
ley should not be thinking
or dreaming about dresses
because, “You’re a boy!”.
Bailey meets someone
who understands Bailey
and helps make her
dreams come true.

allowed to dream
about dresses? Why
or why not?

Have you ever been
told that you cannot
do something be-
cause of your gen-
der? Explain.

Who Are You?: The
Kid’s Guide to Gender
Identity

Pessin-Whedbee, 2016

This non-fiction text pro-
vides a discussion of all
genders through this
book. The topic of gender
identity is explored
through the individual
interests, preferred cloth-
ing, and preferred gender.
Additionally, this text
celebrates all people for
exactly who they are.

Why do you think
society chose girls
to play with dolls
and boys to play
with trucks? Do you
think it is appropri-
ate if the opposite
occurs? Why or
why not?
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Table 3

Ability Identity Themed Texts

tism. This story address-
es the disorder and fo-
cuses on the themes of
love, patience, and ac-
ceptance from the per-
spective of Callie.

Text Title Author, Year Summary Discussion Prompts
My Brother Charlie Holly Robinson Peete, Callie and Charlie are What are ways that
2010 twins. Charlie has au- we can celebrate

everyone’s strengths
regardless of their
ability?

What ways can you
show appreciation
for- and acceptance
of someone who has
autism? Explain.

Keep Your Ear on the
Ball

Genevieve Petrillo, 2009

Based on a true story,
this text explores a
young boy, Davey, who
is blind. He loves to play
with his classmates but
when it was time to play
kickball, he was faced
with multiple difficul-
ties. His classmates help
him so that he can be
included in the game.

Have you ever
helped someone
who could not see?
Explain.

In what ways have
you included some-
one in a game, ac-
tivity, or friendship
who has a different
ability?

Just Because

Rebecca Elliott, 2014

A young brother de-
scribes everything he
loves about his big sister,
Clemmie. It isn’t until
later in the story that it is
introduced that Clemmie
has special needs. The
story encourages sibling
friendship.

Do you consider
your siblings as
your friends? Ex-
plain.

If you had a sibling
with special needs
would you treat him
or her differently?
Explain.
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