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ABSTRACT 

With the implementation of Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in over forty states, 

teachers are putting into practice the CCSS text exemplars of text complexity. Of particular 

concern for the purpose of this research are the kindergarten and first grade (K-1) read aloud and 

independent text exemplar lists. While not intended as core reading lists, many schools are using 

these lists as mandated texts. A fundamental goal of primary school education is to help facilitate 

readers and one way is through the use of interesting and engaging books to motivate students as 

readers. At the initial stage of the reading process, selecting quality books for a specific group of 

students or an individual student constitutes an important aspect in engaging young readers. 

When a story provides a young reader with a material that encourages connections, their 

motivation to read increases. Research shows that motivation to read increases if a student 

identifies with elements of the story such as the characters or the setting.  

This research takes a close look at the kindergarten and first grade read aloud and 

independent texts through both a descriptive and a critical analysis to evaluate power dynamics 

and representations in the texts. The research questions used for this research were: (1) What are 

the characteristics of the CCSS K-1text exemplars? and (2) What representations of people of 

color and women are present in the CCSS K-1 exemplars? The first research question was 

answered with information gathered from the descriptive analysis. The second question was 

primarily answered with information gathered from the critical analysis though the descriptive 

analysis also provided insight. Findings from the analyses provided data when viewed 

collectively that have implications for teacher educators, classroom teachers, and policy makers.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

When I was young, I was not an avid reader. I loved the Nancy Drew and Trixie Belden 

mystery books, but after reading those series, I do not recall reading again in earnest. After I 

finished reading all the Nancy Drew and Trixie Belden books that I could get my hands on, I 

thought briefly of trying the Hardy Boys books. I quickly rejected the idea. I did not want to read 

books with a boy as the main character. I actually chose not to read, rather than read a book in 

which the main character was not like me. Despite being a member of a family where my 

siblings and parents were avid readers, I remained a reluctant reader throughout most of my 

childhood and adolescent years. As a child and adolescent, I lacked the desire to read books with 

characters and settings which I could not identify as being associated with my life. Not until my 

early twenties, when I fell in love with the mystery genre, did I finally evolve into an avid reader. 

Eventually I expanded my willingness to read stories which did not directly relate to my own 

circumstances.  

My transformation as a reader took time. In my early twenties when I began reading for 

pleasure regularly, I choose Sue Grafton’s alphabet series in which the main character is a white, 

female detective. While I have since broadened my repertoire of main characters, I still find 

comfort in reading a mystery in which the main character is like me -- it is easier for me to 

imagine myself as that character in that experience. As I think on my personal experience with 

reading during my youth, I often wondered how many other children have faced the same 

challenge in developing into an avid reader. How many children actually choose not to read only 

because they cannot find books which hold their interest by connecting with their identity and 

personal experiences? Now, as an adult who loves to read, I think of all the missed opportunities 

for reading in my youth. Had there been more stories with the characters that I identified with, I 
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would have continued reading with the same passion I had when reading the Nancy Drew series. 

If I had possessed more confidence or had been given recommendations of books that I could 

connect with in some way, I would have continued to read regularly. What strikes me even more 

than my missed reading opportunities are all the missed opportunities of other children to read 

and develop as readers.  

The majority of my twelve years of K-12 teaching experience was in schools with a high 

percentage of students of color. I had the opportunity to teach in schools where the majority of 

my students were either African American, Latino, or Native American. Teaching in densely 

populated regions such as the East Coast and Chicago or in the rural Mississippi Delta exposed 

me to a common issue faced by students of color throughout the country. The majority of reading 

material in these schools did not include main characters and settings which represented the 

background of the students. My experiences as a teacher made me wonder how often the 

literature I read aloud excluded the very children I taught. How often did I not present quality 

literature about children of African American, Native American, Asian American, Latinos or 

other ethnicities in the stories I read aloud?  Or if they were represented, were they authentically 

represented or were they reflected in a subtly negative way? Did the books I read collectively 

send a message that inferred or stated that whites (European – Americans) were more important 

as they were the characters in the vast majority of stories I read aloud to students? More to the 

point, reflecting back I realize that I was not diligent in trying to locate books that gave all my 

students the opportunity to connect and identify with the characters and or setting of the book. I 

was not diligent in considering the gender, race, and ethnicity of my students when selecting 

books for them. By not thinking of my students’ background and selecting books specifically for 

them, I missed the opportunity to engage them in a deeper way as readers.  



13 
 

Purpose of Study 

This study analyzes the eighteen books which comprise the kindergarten/first grade (K-1) 

read aloud and independent story text exemplar sets for text complexity included in the Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS). Presently, schools are emphasizing the use of the CCSS K-1 text 

exemplar sets in the classroom (Short, 2013). The K-1 classroom represents a changing 

environment; therefore the CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets should effectively address the current 

and future K-1 classroom environment. The growth in ethnic minorities in the United States 

(U.S.) has drastically changed the student composition in classrooms across the country (Li, 

2011). The question of changing demographics and what books are offered to students warrants 

consideration. Coupling changing demographics with research suggesting students engage more 

with stories in which they find images like themselves and their culture (Spears-Bunton, 1990), 

highlights a potential issue with the text exemplar sets. The combination of changing 

demographics of U.S. classrooms and the lack of authentic representation of all ethnic groups in 

classroom texts is problematic for our K-1 students. As schools across the U.S. implement 

CCSS, I question whether nonwhite students are seeing themselves in the literature they are 

reading. This study examines whether the content of the CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets provide an 

authentic and diverse representation of U.S. society.   

Rationale for Content Analysis 

The CCSS text exemplars of text complexity were selected primarily for their level of 

linguistic difficulty, which to a large degree is arrived at based on a text’s language 

characteristics (Appendix A, 2010). The analysis I conducted looked to evaluate dimensions 

beyond the linguistic dimension by itself. Therefore, a content analysis that looked at 

characteristics that affect multiple dimensions of reading is a judicious way to evaluate these 
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texts regardless of whether they were primarily selected on linguistic characteristics. There is 

more to reading than the linguistic decoding of symbols. The act of reading is a complex process 

and consists of several dimensions working together. Each of these dimensions: linguistic, 

cognitive, and sociocultural take place while reading and any consideration of a text set should 

evaluate all dimensions of reading, not merely one dimension. Reading brings together a 

knowledge of language and a text’s topic, as well as cultural experiences in order to decode and 

make meaning of a given text. To evaluate a text(s) based on one dimension of these active 

processes of reading is tantamount to an insufficient evaluation of a text’s complexity from both 

a cognitive and sociocultural dimension. 

The misconceptions surrounding the Common Core set of books provided as exemplar 

for text complexity have led to the purchasing of these titles for teacher read alouds and 

independent stories. I conducted a critical content analysis of these eighteen books in order to 

critically analyze these texts from a postcolonial perspective.  These books need to represent 

students’ cultural identities in an authentic manner as well as represent all students in a 

classroom as much as possible. In this way all students have an equal opportunity to engage in a 

classroom read aloud and stories. 

Research Questions 

The two questions that I seek to answer through this research are: 1) What characteristics 

are in the books which comprise CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets? 2) What representations of 

people of color and women are present in the books which compose the CCSS K-1 text exemplar 

sets? 
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Political Context for This Study: CCSS and Young Children 

The aim of the CCSS is to have all individual state standards aligned so that all students 

nationwide possess the same skills when exiting high school. The aim is for all high school 

graduates to be better prepared for the reading and math demands necessary for success upon 

enrolling in college or a career upon leaving high school. The CCSS is a standards-based 

education reform initiative generated by the National Governors Association (NGA) and the 

Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO). The Common Core Initiative was adopted by 

46 states. The CCSS is a big shift in the history of U.S. educational philosophy and policy. As 

such, the implementation of the CCSS will impact a significant percentage of the national 

population in one way or another. The objective of the CCSS is to provide a high-quality education 

consistently from state to state. The other main objective is to ensure that all students are prepared for 

success in postsecondary education or the workforce after high school. 

On the surface, much about the CCSS sounds promising. The CCSS proposes to offer a 

better education for our students then they are currently receiving; however, a closer examination 

of the history of the CCSS reveals issues in the development of the standards. To begin, the 

CCSS are quite simply not state standards; the “standards” were created by private organizations in 

Washington, DC, with generous funding from private groups such as the Gates Foundation 

(McGroarty & Robbins, 2012).  

After the CCSS were created, the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) created the Race 

to the Top competition that pits states against each other vying for part of the 4.35 billion dollars 

earmarked through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, PL 111-5, enacted on February 

17, 2009 (House of Representatives Bill, 2011; 2013)  . The American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act was part of the 2009 Stimulus Bill.  The stimulus bill provided roughly 100 billion dollars for 
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education. As part of the 100 billion dollars, five billion was designated for the Secretary of 

Education to offer national competitive grants. The result was the development of 4.35 billion 

dollar Race to the Top competition intended to support student achievement. 

Establishing the CCSS as voluntary at the individual state level, represents a political 

positioning rather than an accurate description of the initiative as a quasi-mandated national 

education policy. If a state does not voluntarily implement the CCSS, a state forfeits any portion of 

the 4.35 billion dollars which a state education department could receive through the competition 

associated with Race to the Top (McGroarty & Robbins, 2012). In short, the USDOE is leveraging 

federal funds against the willingness of a state government to implement national standards. The 

original 2009 Stimulus Bill designated funds for general improvement of educational standards in a 

state. The USDOE interpreted the congressional legislation to use stricter federal mandates as a 

means of influencing state standards (Whitehurst, 2010). The language of the federal mandates was 

traced back to NGA, CCSSO, and Achieve’s Benchmarking for Success plan issued in December 

2008 (74 Fed. Reg., 2009). The plan indicated the following four reform objectives: (1) adopting 

internationally benchmarked standards and assessments that prepare students for success in college 

and the workplace; (2) building data systems that measure student success and inform teachers and 

principals about how they can improve their practices; (3) increasing teacher and principal 

effectiveness while also achieving equity in the distribution of quality teachers and administrators 

across the country; and (4) turning around the lowest-achieving schools as “absolute priorities” (74 

Fed. Reg., 2009). Therefore, basically any state applicant is required to address these specific 

objectives in order to be considered for any funding (74 Fed. Reg., 2009). State implementation of 

CCSS basically eliminates local control of the curriculum for math and English from K- 12, and 

instead enforces a “one-size-fits-all, top-down curriculum” which creates a more homogenous 

educational experience across the country (McGroarty & Robbins, 2012). 
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The recent CCSS gives special consideration to text complexity. The reason for Common 

Core’s stressing text complexity stems from the belief that American students are not prepared to 

read at a college and/or career level. In addition, some researchers believe that although both 

college and workplace text difficulty has risen over the last several decades, school textbooks 

and literature used in classrooms has increasingly declined in difficulty (Short, 2013). Therefore, 

in order to combat this relationship between decreased text difficulties throughout K – 12 

students’ academic schooling and the increased text difficulty of college and/or career text, the 

standards take the position that students must engage with text that challenges them through 

increasing difficulty of both ideas and textual structures.  

Coupling these findings with the belief that American schools have not presented enough 

text difficulty to students, the CCSS focus on this area of text complexity. However, Short 

(2013) states that “the problem is that text complexity in schools is often based on 

misconceptions.” The misconceptions regarding text complexity include the fallacy that lexile 

level alone sets the level of difficulty. A lexile measure assigned to a text is based on semantic 

and syntactic elements though other factors also influence the relationship between a reader and 

a book. Other factors can include a book’s content, age and interests of reader, and the format of 

a book. 

The NGA and the CCSSO appointed a group of individuals to create the current CCSS. 

The new standards are based on their beliefs about the necessary levels of literacy needed for 

success in college and careers as demonstrated through literacy research. In order to arrive at the 

current standards, the group “worked backwards to determine the literacy knowledge they 

believed students need at each grade level to be college and career ready by the end of high 

school” (Short, 2013). In order to ensure students would be college and career ready by the end 
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of high school, the CCSS assigned specific levels which each proceeding grade should master. In 

this manner, the CCSS provided a systematic plan for the advancement of student progress 

throughout their public school education. 

 A situation that is problematic arises from the grade-level lists of text exemplars 

included in Appendix B of the Common Core State Standards (National Governors Association, 

2009). Some schools have understood these lists of stories, poems, and informational texts to be 

exemplar texts, or core reading, for all students. Schools are purchasing sets of these books with 

the explicit expectation that they need to be read by all students as the center of the curriculum 

(Short, 2013). The error lays in the perception that these lists are lists of exemplar books when 

they are not, but rather are meant to provide examples of increasing text complexity to help 

teachers gauge the levels of complexity. The text exemplar lists are sample texts intended to 

guide educators as they thoughtfully select texts of appropriate complexity to use as vehicles for 

teaching the ELA Common Core State Standards (CCSS). 

Most children entering kindergarten are not independent readers and are exposed to 

literature and books via adults. From my experience within elementary classrooms, the teacher is 

the most significant adult influence on the students and is responsible (to a large degree) for the 

selection of much of the materials used in the classroom. This is an example of adults deciding 

for children what is worth their time to read, or listen to in the case of kindergarten students 

(Hunt, 2004). However, other individuals often influence what materials are present in the 

classroom such as: school districts, curriculum committees, principals, Common Core State 

Standards, and left over books from previous teachers in the room and building, to name a few. 

Furthermore, within what is at a teacher’s disposal and which he/she has collected on their own 

or borrowed from outside sources, the teacher makes daily selections of books that are read to 



19 
 

students (Jipson & Paley, 1991). Teachers are in a position of power in the classroom and often 

have influence over what books are read and what books are not read, what images are presented 

and what images are excluded, how diversity is represented or not represented. However, their 

choices can be limited by district mandates, in this case if districts choose to use the CCSS 

exemplar list as a core reading list rather than just as examples of complexity. 

Issues of Representation with Literature 

Children approach literature with a different mindset than that of an adult (Cullingford, 

1998). Adults have had more life experiences and more reading opportunities than young 

students. For this reason, an adult is able to negotiate literature with a more critical eye and 

generally have an understanding of the authenticity of a text (Cullingford, 1998). Conversely, 

because younger readers do not have as many life experiences as adults, and may not be as 

critical regarding literature; books have the prospect of offering a powerful experience to a child 

whether authentic or not (Cullingford, 1998). Children rely on books to teach them about the 

world. Likewise, literature informs the way in which young readers come to view the world, as 

well as how they view themselves as individuals within the world. Cullingford (1998) maintains 

that children by their nature are self-centered and because of this occurrence they look for 

connections in books to make them feel that they are part of the story. When children do not see 

themselves in literature they are less likely to be able to connect in a meaningful way with the 

literature. The way in which children are affected by literature goes back to the understanding 

that children do not have as much life experiences as older individuals and, therefore often 

accept most information presented to them by a teacher as long as it appears to be presented in an 

honest and straight forward manner (Wolf, 2004).  
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Books both individually and collectively promote certain ways of thinking (Hunt, 2001). 

For that reason, it is important to examine the types of books that are being read aloud in 

kindergarten and first grade classes as kindergarteners and first graders are developing socially 

and constructing meaning of the world around them. In addition, and to a great degree, children’s 

literature has been constructed under the tutelage of colonial thought (Hunt, 2001) which has the 

ability to perpetuate the author’s attitudes and values and so can form a residue of colonial 

perspective in a child’s mind (Klein, 1985). For that reason, Said challenges a consideration of, 

"whether the past really is past, over and concluded, or whether it continues, albeit in different 

forms" (p. 3). I question what representations are available in the Common Core text exemplar 

set. 

Representations that Engages Readers 

Research has supported the notion that children are more motivated to read and engage 

with books when there are individuals and images of people similar to themselves (Smith, 1995). 

Therefore, a balanced racial and cultural representation as well as a higher profile of many 

cultures and backgrounds may be necessary in order to engage the utmost number of students 

(Klein, 1985). As more and more literature is written to reflect the way in which society is 

culturally represented today, our classroom read alouds need to also reflect the children in our 

classrooms, community, and society.  As Ray (2003) stated, “Early childhood educators 

particularly need to address the issues of cultural, racial, and ethics diversity because the 

demographics of American society are changing” (p. 135). The reason for the use of culturally 

authentic multicultural literature is three fold: the literature is educational, socially just, and often 

engages students of marginalized groups more so than traditional canonical literature (Spears-

Bunton, 1990).  
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The purpose of this study is to evaluate CCSS text exemplars for kindergarten and first 

grade read aloud and stories through a critical content analysis frame of postcolonialism and 

feminism. Students need to view literature as relevant to their lives but there also needs to be an 

acknowledgement that some literature has a history of oppression that is based in Eurocentric 

world views (McGillis, 2000). One significant way to engage all students is to have literature 

that is culturally representative of one’s classroom and community as well as culturally 

authentic. Considering that some children’s literature has a long shelf life, consider Narnia is 50 

years old and Superman is 70 years old (Hunt, 2001), an examination of what books are being 

read and what messages are being transmitted to students is necessary. 

Significance of This Research for Classrooms 

From my experiences as a reading specialist in classrooms, I have always felt that student 

preference of reading materials was all too often overlooked but important to improving student 

attitude toward reading  and increasing student engagement. The National Reading Panel (2002) 

identified five areas of study with regard to reading instruction that included: phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. Comprehension is 

mentioned last but is considered the ultimate goal of reading. Comprehension defined by Tovani 

(2000) as “meaning… constructed from print” (p. 17).  If comprehension is the goal of reading, 

implementing practices that are beneficial to that end would make sense. Student reading 

engagement is needed for comprehension and increasing engagement is facilitated when students 

are interested in the text (Karolides, 2000).  

A fundamental goal of primary school education is to help facilitate the development of 

readers. The education community spends a substantial amount of time and energy investigating 

the best practices in literacy education to develop reading skills in young students. Two 
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considerations that are at times overlooked, but critical to the success of an individual’s reading 

acquisition are student attitudes about reading and student preference of reading material. 

Attitude and preference factor into student engagement and motivation to read. Several studies 

suggest that motivation for student reading comes from some of the following factors: a student's 

experiences of success; feelings of belonging to a community of people who read (Rycik, 1997); 

access to a large variety of books on multiple topics; allowing for student choice in reading 

material; providing plenty of class time for independent reading (Taylor, Frye, & Maruyama, 

1990);  frequent teacher read aloud (Gettys & Fowler, 1996); and encouragement to find books 

in which students have a high interest (Ivey & Broaddus,  2001). Considering these factors of 

student engagement, there is an essential need to reflect on research about student attitude toward 

reading and student preference of reading materials.  

While some primary school students do not engage as readers, research has determined 

that students who are interested in the text they are reading have a more positive attitude towards 

reading and are more motivated to read other texts (Stanovich, 1986). Consequently, engaged 

readers read more and achievement levels for reading competency increase. In contrast, 

unmotivated readers read less and achievement levels for reading do not increase (Gambrell, 

2011; Stanovich, 1986; Thames & Reeves, 2010). The key to turning unmotivated readers into 

motivated readers is not always a clear path as many influences factor into fostering engagement 

for a young reader. Whether discussing unmotivated readers or motivated readers, common sense 

suggests that readers who are provided with material which they prefer and which engages them, 

will maintain better attitudes towards reading, read more frequently, read for longer periods of 

time, and subsequently attain higher reading achievement.   
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Reader Response Theory 

The significance of this study grows out of professional literature that addresses the 

coming together of literature and a reader. Of the professional literature regarding the coming 

together of text and a reader, I have found the reader response approach to be the most 

advantageous in advancing student connections with text. In particular, this study places 

significance on Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional theory and supposition of the way individuals 

can beneficially transact with texts. Since reader response and transactional theory in particular 

are heavily considered in this study, an explanation of the beginnings of reader response that 

includes Rosenblatt’s transactional theory is important. In addition, including an explanation of 

necessary conditions for a transaction and how this theory connects back to the CCSS and 

reading development is warranted. 

Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of reader response advocates for and values an 

individual’s personal response to literature. Louise Rosenblatt (1938/1995) expanded the concept 

of personal response in her book Literature as Exploration. Rosenblatt’s stance diverged from 

New Criticism theory. Rosenblatt advocated the value of an individual reader’s initial evocated 

response to literature prior to engaging in dialogue and looking closely at the text with other 

readers. In placing value on the individual, Rosenblatt set forth a new theory. Her reader 

response theory focuses on the response which individual readers have to a text based on their 

personal experiences. This reader response theory does not discount the author or the text, but 

views them as equally essential in a reading transaction (Rosenblatt, 2005) and places value on 

the connection each person makes with a piece of text. Student attitudes toward literature or 

preference for a specific type of literature are highly personal, and grow out of one’s own lived 

experience, within particular cultural communities; therefore, consideration of individuals and 
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their communities is a strongly valued perspective. Rosenblatt (1994) states, “interest, 

expectations, anxieties, and other factors based on past experience affect” our interpretation of a 

text” (p. 19). As no two people can have the same lived experience, students must have the 

opportunity to connect on a personal level with literature they find relevant and interesting. 

Rosenblatt developed her reader response theory in the late 1930’s in opposition to New 

Criticism’s stance that the text was the most important element in making meaning of literature. 

Whereas New Criticism was influenced by I. A. Richards (1930) stance on paying “close 

attention” (p.111) to the text and critics took this comment to mean that the focus should be 

placed exclusively on the text (Karolides, 2000); Rosenblatt (2005) believed that the reader and 

the text were equal in meaning making and neither was viewed as greater or lesser than the other. 

Rosenblatt’s Reader Response theory was also influenced strongly by three other individuals. 

Rosenblatt (1986) credits Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey with having 

an effect on her Transactional Theory of Reading. Rosenblatt (1994) credits Peirce (1991) with 

his triadic formulation of “sign, object, interpretant” (p. 8) as it parallels her text, reader, poem 

triangle of an event. Rosenblatt borrows from James (1950) the idea of “selective attention” (p. 

284). James states that individuals choose what they want to attend whether consciously or 

unconsciously, “our capacity to push into the periphery of awareness those elements that do not 

serve our present interests” (Karolides, 2000, p. 9). This statement speaks to the level of 

engagement students have with reading. James’ selective attention is used by Rosenblatt in her 

discussion of stance (Karolides, 2000).  

Lastly, Rosenblatt credits John Dewey and Arthur Bentley with their distinction of the 

word ‘transaction” which is pluralistic in nature as opposed to the term “interaction” which is 

dualistic in nature. Rosenblatt (1978) states that she found out that in correspondence between 
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Dewey and Bentley, Bentley told Dewey that she (Rosenblatt) was “all excited about the 

application of the Knowing and the Known to literature” (p. 630). A dualistic approach is one in 

which there are oppositional responses to literature; whereas a pluralistic view of meaning states 

that there can be many appropriate responses (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). Numerous 

interpretations are not tantamount to “anything goes” as the text works to guide and limit 

acceptable interpretations as a response needs to be supported by evidence from the text.  

In Rosenblatt’s Reader Response theory the reader is placed in a position of influence as 

to the meaning of a text. Prior to Rosenblatt, the reader was not one of the entities considered 

with regard to the interpretation of the text. Traditional Criticism focused more on the author and 

New Criticism on the text. Rosenblatt was the first to put forth a theory that gives the reader 

consideration. Rosenblatt’s Reader Response theory is also referenced as Transactional theory. A 

transaction occurs when the text and the reader come together to affect each other. For 

Rosenblatt, meaning comes about through the transaction between the reader and the text, but 

never comes solely from the text or from the reader (Mills, Stephens, O'Keefe, & Waugh, 2004).     

Karolides (2000) contends that several requisites must occur in order for a transaction to 

take place including: the text is, “within the grasp of the reader” (p. 6) to understand cognitively, 

and the reader must be an active participant. Karolides also states that language, situation, 

characters, and certain topics can act to deter comprehension and prevent engagement. Another 

consideration that can also interfere with student engagement and the transaction is if the student 

has insufficient background experience related to a particular text. Lastly, Karolides notes that a 

reader’s willingness to engage with a text is essential for a transaction to occur.  

Many of these prerequisites Karolides (2000) mentions factor into the kind of stance a 

reader will take toward the text. A reader’s stance is influenced by characteristics of both the 
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reader and the text. The reader brings characteristics that include: “personality traits, memories 

of past events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment, and a 

particular physical condition” (Rosenblatt, 1938/1995, p. 30). The text brings words, images, and 

structure (Karolides, 2000). Together the characteristics of the reader and text, along with the 

purpose for reading, influence the way in which the reader approaches the text. Rosenblatt 

(1995) noted that the “reader draws on past experience of life and language to elicit meaning 

from the printed words, and it is possible to see how through these words he reorganizes past 

experience to attain new understanding” (p. 25). 

 Students must be able to reflect on the reading through evoking meaning from the text by 

critical engagement and allowing the relationship between the literature and their own life to 

connect. If a student is unable to connect in any significant way with a text a transaction may not 

occur. A reader’s stance falls on a continuum from efferent, from the Latin to “carry away,” 

(Karolides, 2000, p. 9) to the aesthetic from the Greek to ‘know via the senses’ (Kivy, 2004). An 

efferent stance is often associated with reading for information and an aesthetic stance is 

associated with reading for pleasure, though those are not definitive labels. The text’s nature 

influences the reader’s stance, but does not define the stance as the reader who is influenced by 

many factors as well as the purpose for reading also acts to influence the stance. 

Connecting CCSS, Read Alouds, and Reading Development 

This section demonstrates the importance involved in teacher read alouds and the 

selection of read aloud literature. Read alouds should be a significant part of any reading 

curriculum, and as such the selection of literature needs to be considered for multiple reasons 

(National Academy of Education., & Anderson, R. C., 1985). Teachers need to be cognizant of 

their students’ cultural identities so that all students can be engaged in their classroom. As Smith 
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(1995) observed, students prefer reading about their own culture, therefore; if their culture 

identities are never showcased, the likelihood of their engagement is lessened.  Additionally, 

students in younger grades are more open to multicultural literature and this allows teachers to 

expose students to a range of cultural literature so that it is common practice throughout their 

academic life. It is beneficial to begin in the early years of education with multicultural literature 

(Taylor, 1992). 

Read alouds are an important component of a reading program. For the purpose of this 

study a distinction is made between a read aloud and reading aloud. A read aloud is considered 

storybook reading by an adult (teacher) to a child or children, not simply an individual reading 

aloud (Morrow & Gambrell, 2001). Research into the activity of reading aloud to children 

supports the practice as beneficial in the literacy development of children (Galda & Cullinan, 

1991; Short et al., 1996). Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, and Wilkinson (1985) in Becoming A Nation 

of Readers, concluded that “The single most important activity for building the knowledge 

required for eventual success in reading is reading aloud to children” (p. 23). Reading aloud to 

children has numerous benefits that include an increase in their knowledge of how print 

functions as they are also acquiring real-world knowledge (Clay 1985). Read alouds have also 

been connected to school achievement and the fostering of interest in reading, deeper personal 

responses, meaning-making strategies, critical thinking, enjoyment of books, language 

development, an understanding of story conventions, and an increase in writing ability 

(Anderson et al., 1985; Huck 1992; May, 1995, Roser & Martinez, 1985; Sipe, 1996).  

Therefore, read alouds need to be selected and evaluated as they are powerful instruments 

capable of making an impact on students reading development. 
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Support for Multicultural Literature 

 Multicultural literature provides students of color with more connections to their life. For 

that reason and because CCSS text exemplars are in classrooms, an evaluation of their content is 

needed. Engaging all students in reading activities is related to representing all students’ 

backgrounds as an important element of engagement. The research on the responses of students 

of color to multicultural literature a need for this type of literature as a means for students to 

connect with a story. Several studies demonstrate that students responded positively and had 

better engagement with books that portrayed authentic stories that included or were 

predominantly about characters of color (Hefflin, 1996; Hoffman, 2010; Nevil, 1999; Parker 

2008; Sims, 1983; Smith, 1995; Spears-Bunton 1990). Many of the studies predominately 

addressed African American children’s responses to literature. One study specifically addressed 

Native American students (Hoffman, 2010). None of the studies specifically addressed Asian 

American children’s responses to multicultural literature and the effect on their preference. 

Latino children’s responses and preference for literature was also limited except that they were 

cited as part of the class makeup of several of the studies (Alteri, 1996; Spears-Bunton, 1990), 

though there is little discussion in either study that addresses their responses to the literature 

presented or preference. In addition, neither study presented Latino students with Latino 

literature. In both studies, the literature Latino students were asked to read and respond was 

African American literature.  

Hefflin’s (1996) research was conducted to assess three African American third–grade 

students’ responses to the issue of power in six African American children’s books. All 

participants found the books to be powerful for them, in that they felt pride in their culture, and 

heritage, but also because they were able to identify with and make connections to the literature. 
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Hoffman (2010) looked at fifth grade Native American students’ interactions with 

authentic Apache literature. Hoffman stated that the children were drawn to stories in which their 

own culture was represented and that: 

Reading about mainstream society in mainstream literature is not too interesting for 

Native American students--it is perceived as something from an alien world. This 

disenfranchising of culturally appropriate literature by schools threatens students’ self-

images, and if the young Native students are not in a supportive curriculum they perceive 

that they are not a part of the school system. They lose interest and drop out (p. 376). The 

Apache students in Hoffman’s study were engaged with literature that they could identify 

and had relevance to their own lives. 

Nevil (1999) found that when a high school class composed of African Americans, 

Whites, and multiracial students were presented with a 13 week study of multicultural poetry 

including African American, Latino, Native American and Asian American poetry, students 

responded positively even though white students had a lower rate of connections to the readings. 

Overall, 75% of the students of color stated a preference for reading literature from their own 

cultures.  

Parker (2008) examined the transition made by four male students who were in her 

English classroom for two years and later in a four week study between their junior and senior 

year of high school. They went from nonreaders to readers who engaged in authentic discussions 

about literature. The transition occurred when the young men were provided with the opportunity 

to read stories (several by Walter Dean Myer) that they could connect, had relevance in their life, 

and were able to see qualities of themselves and their ethnic representation in the stories. 
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Sims (1983) in a study of one 10-year-old, black, girl’s response to fiction about African 

Americans found that the young girl preferred books with black, female characters. The girl 

stated, “I like fiction, but I read a lot of books about Black girls; that’s my first choice” (p. 23). 

The girl stated that she preferred books with characters that she could identify with and whom 

she shared experiences and a background.  

Smith (1995) observed an elementary school classroom of predominantly African 

American students and was befriended by three students. Over the course of her time in the 

classroom, Smith recorded and noted these students’ interactions with multicultural literature. 

Each of the three students showed a high interest in reading books with black characters, as well 

as strong empathy and connections with the characters. One student made the argument for his 

selection of books with black characters clear by simply stating, “They have black people in 

them. I like that” (p. 572). Each of the three students Smith followed regularly self- selected 

literature based on “experiences, events, and texts that culturally mirrored them” (p. 576). The 

students observed by Smith also responded more enthusiastically to multicultural literature (p. 

576). 

Spears-Bunton (1990) conducted a study or a classroom that introduced African 

American literature to an eleventh grade class, which was split between African Americans and 

European Americans of a low socio economic class. While there was some tension by several 

European American students, ultimately all students demonstrated an engagement with the 

literature and an increased engagement over a number of the typical mandated canonical 

literature. Spears-Bunton stated that the introduction turned many reluctant readers in the class 

into readers and helped bridge the gap between the two cultures in the classroom. Spears-Bunton 

noted that African American students may have been reading at lower levels due to a “cultural 
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mismatch” between the students and literature. That is to say that the African American students 

could have conceivably not been engaged in previous literature provided by teachers because of 

the lack of black characters which, in due course, inhibited their growth as readers.  

Both Alteri (1996) and Towel et al. (1997) found differing information in their research 

than the previously noted studies. Alteri sought to examine responses from Latino, African-

American and Caucasian elementary students after they listened to a number of African-

American stories to gage whether engagement with the stories was connected to student's 

ethnicity. Alteri found there to be no significant difference between any of the groups as they 

were all equally able to engage in African American literature. One significant finding is that the 

most difficult task for students was to put themselves in the character’s place. All three groups 

had difficulty with this to take on the perspective of African American children. The findings 

may suggest that these students were so unfamiliar with reading about African American 

characters that, even while they enjoyed the literature, they had difficulty adjusting when 

responding to critical thinking tasks as they had little experience with such literature. 

Towell et al. (1997) examined the responses of 110 primary students with regard to eight 

books that portrayed characters of various ethnic and racial backgrounds. They found no 

evidence to support a claim of one’s own cultural identity and a preference for a type of book. 

Overall, children enjoyed all the books without regard for ethnicity. 

Unlike the previous studies Taylor’s (1997) study provides more mixed results. Taylor 

documented the response of African American and Latino fifth-grade students who were labeled 

as low-ability to predominantly African American literature.  The top three books preferred by 

the African American students were multicultural books, but their lowest three books were also 

multicultural books. Latino students did not demonstrate a preference for the multicultural books. 
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This finding, as Alteri suggests, may indicate a lack of an understanding and appreciation of 

African American history and culture for all students due to an exposure to these books. 

However, another implication may support the claim that students prefer to read about their own 

culture. The three books which the African American students chose support the claim that 

students prefer to read about their own culture. Then again, so does the preference that the Latino 

students did not choose the African American literature, albeit multicultural, was not specific to 

their own Latino culture.  

More research is needed in this area especially in relation to Asian American, Native 

American, and Latino children’s responses to authentic literature representative of their culture. 

Though there is strong evidence to support that students increase their enjoyment and 

engagement with literature when they have access to literature which they can identify and 

experience their own culture, there is also research that questions this claim (Alteri 1996; Towell 

et al., 1997). One reason for the discrepancy in research may be that the studies that found a 

stronger connection between engagement, culture, and race existed for older students. 

Conversely, the studies that did not support this stance were among younger students. Therefore, 

maybe younger students are more easily able to transcend ethnicity than older students or were 

less concerned with identity issues. The implication may be that older students are more aware of 

their ethnicity as they struggle with identity and as they become more aware, their preference for 

literature that is more reflective of their own culture and identity becomes stronger (Cai, 2002). 

Overview Structure of This Dissertation and Remaining Chapters 

The context for this study is that the CCSS has become a guiding force in education, and 

one of those influences are the text exemplar sets. Following the discussion of the political 

context, I discuss the significance of this study for the classroom. The two areas of significance I 



33 
 

address are the benefits of the practice of reading aloud, and students’ disposition for attending to 

culturally inclusive/exclusive literature. Each of these areas are important to recognize as areas 

of concern in student reading acquisition. Both read alouds and culturally inclusive literature 

have shown to be characteristics that improve student motivation for reading (McKool, 2007, 

Sims Bishop, 1983). 

The critical frames discussed in chapter two for the analysis of the text exemplar sets are 

postcolonial and feminist theories. The first portion of the frame is an overview of the 

development of critical theory, postcolonial and feminist history especially within the U.S. The 

frame includes a description of the American historical connection with British cultural 

influence. British literature provides the foundation for much of existing American literature. 

Included in the framework is a description of two key terms, othering and stereotyping, which 

are significant concepts within postcolonial critical theory and feminism. Both othering and 

stereotyping are terms that signify a classification of the us versus them mentality. 

A review of relevant studies using critical content analysis literature follows. One 

analysis used a single critical theory to look across and through a text set of a single author’s 

books. Another analysis considered a single book analyzed by three separate researchers using 

three different critical frames. I also look at literature that analyzed a larger text set of 26 titles 

through a critical multicultural lens. The examination of the 26 book text set was informed by the 

historical and sociopolitical circumstances of the U.S. migrant farmworkers. A look at migrant 

workers in the U.S. highlights the disparity in power in this country. 

For relevant feminist literature I looked specifically at two books that examine feminist 

concerns found within children’s literature. In addition, I looked at the numerous quantitative 

studies initiated with Weitzman, Eifler, Hokada, and Ross’ (1972) well known and routinely 
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duplicated study of female representation in children’s literature. This study, as well as the 

numerous studies that followed Weitzman et al’s example, looked specifically at the way in 

which females have been portrayed as well as the frequency and number of portrayals. The 

literature serves the purpose of documenting generalities found in female portrayals in much of 

children’s literature available.   

The methodology description follows in chapter three. My content analysis of the text 

exemplar sets utilizes qualitative methods. I provide background on the methods employed and a 

rational for their use. The collection section addresses how I collected the information, to include 

how I coded information gathered. Addressed in detail are the procedures used when I chunked 

or categorized information for analysis.  

The data analysis portion of this discussion in chapters four and five provides a 

description of both the descriptive analysis and the critical postcolonial and feminist analysis of 

these text sets.  The descriptive analysis considered categories that include the year of 

publication, length of the book, lexile level, interest level, and other characteristics or patterns 

relevant to the analysis. The critical postcolonial and feminist analysis looked at the content of 

each book to see whether characteristics of colonialism and/or patriarchy were present; or 

whether the books presented stereotypes of minorities or females.  As part of the critical 

postcolonial and feminist analysis the illustrations were considered as well as the descriptive 

images. Illustrations within a text convey messages and therefore also must be analyzed.  

The implication section in chapter six considers the data in relation to current research 

regarding student engagement in reading, with particular interest in the way individuals respond 

to literature that has characters representative of their own culture. Other implications include the 

need for critical literacy instruction for both pre-service teachers as well as students in the 
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elementary classroom. Another implication is the need to read books within the context of other 

books so that a more well-rounded perspective is provided. Lastly, there is an implication for 

policy makers and for a cease to rush in decision making.  

The concluding section revisits the original aim in conducting this research. Specifically 

the conclusion clarifies how the data from this research study questions the use of the CCSS K-1 

text exemplar sets for read aloud books and independent story books. Too often stories presented 

to students go unchecked regarding critical theory. More often than not when books are brought 

into question they are an issue of language or adult content. This research specifically provides 

data for both a descriptive and critical analysis of CCSS text exemplars. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CRITICAL FRAMES AND RELATED LITERATURE 

Despite its short thirty-three year existence, from 1920 – 1953, the Frankfurt School 

(associated with the Institute of Social Research), at the University of Frankfurt left a lasting 

mark on social theory. The Frankfurt School is credited with the development of critical theory 

which primarily seeks to examine power relations in society. Several notable theorists associated 

with the school include:  Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Walter 

Benjamin, Erich Fromm, and Jürgen Habermasbs. One of the main tenets that distinguishes 

critical theory from a traditional theory is the practical purpose that a critical theory works 

towards liberating “human beings from the circumstances that enslave them” (Horkheimer, 1982, 

p. 244). Critical theory is important for this study because it allows me to think within, through, 

and beyond the text (Beach, et al., 2009).  

Postcolonialism as a Critical Lens 

 The two lens used for this study were critical postcolonial and feminist. These lenses 

were chosen because of their ability to illuminate missing, inaccurate, or negative depictions of 

people of color or females. This chapter is broken up into three main sections. The first section 

of this chapter focuses on the history of postcolonial theory, and  its connection with literature 

that includes children’s literature. The second section focuses on the history of feminism, and its 

connection with literature which also includes children’s literature. The third section is a 

literature review that includes multiple examples of the way in which content analysis has been 

employed in evaluating children’s literature. 

One of the two specific critical lenses used for this analysis is the historical perspective of 

postcolonialism.  A postcolonial perspective was selected because I am interested in 

investigating to what extent the children’s literature currently found in schools and in read aloud 
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experiences contains colonial messages regarding race, class, and culture. According to Ashcroft 

et al (1995) all postcolonial societies are even now subject in one way or another to both overt 

and subtle forms of neo-colonial power dynamics.  Both Spivak (1988) and Said (1978) have 

come out with various ways in which postcolonial power inequalities  are demonstrated 

throughout  society to include many forms of media as well as literature. 

Colonialism is the predecessor of postcolonialism and involves the dominance of one 

Western European nation over another non-European nation. While Spain and France and other 

Western European countries also acted as colonizers, no other country colonized more than 

Britain. As three quarters of the world’s population has been affected in some form by 

colonization, its postcolonial existence and the impact colonization has had on a nation is 

important to recognize (Ashcroft et al., 1989). The term postcolonialism as Ashcroft et al state is 

used “to cover all the cultures affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization 

to the present day. This is because there is a continuity of preoccupation throughout the historical 

process initiated by European imperial aggression” (p.2). This definition coupled with Simon 

During’s (1995) clarification that “post-colonialism is regarded as the need, in nations or groups 

which have been the victims of imperialism, to achieve an Identity uncontaminated by 

universalist or Eurocentric concepts and images” (p. 125) demonstrates the pervasiveness of 

colonization’s continued effect in society. 

While the U.S. defined itself as the world’s first independent and anti-colonial nation-

state, it also took on many of Europe’s colonial characteristics to include the color-line in its 

economic and cultural life (Singh & Schmidt, 2000). Literature dating back to when the U.S. was 

colonized up and through today has informed the way in which this country views its military, 
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political, economic, and cultural image. Therefore, a postcolonial framework is advantageous to 

look specifically at the cultural images portrayed.  

The U.S. sought to create a nation that incorporated an ever broadening frontier into its 

government system. However, while this may have been the image the new nation wanted to 

envision and project to the rest of the world, it was not reality. The racial and cultural 

stratification of the U.S. was inconsistent. Our own founding fathers neglected to recognize the 

contradiction between the institution of slavery and the nation’s ideals of democracy. In addition, 

the U.S. has often been excluded from the list of countries considered postcolonial because of its 

own super power status in the world and the role neocolonizing has played in its history 

(Ashcroft et al., 1989). However, for the purposes of this research I am considering the United 

States as a postcolonial nation because of the role colonization played in our history and the 

tension the colonies of the U.S. had with British powers. The U.S. emerged from British rule and 

the experience of colonization has greatly influenced and helped shape our country. I also 

recognize that postcolonialism has been broadened to mean a relationship in which one group 

has power over and colonizes or imposes its perspective over another group. In the U.S. 

dominant culture has often been imposed on people of color and the perspectives of male society 

imposed on females. 

Postcolonialism and Children’s Literature 

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) is widely credited for having established the field of 

postcolonial studies. Said as well as Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, Benita Parry, and Ranajit 

Guha are credited with having asked many of the major questions that initiated postcolonial 

studies (Schueller, 2004). One of these queries of postcolonial studies included the analysis of 
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western texts to investigate the power relationships under colonialism through the analysis of 

cultural representations.  

The study of English (both the grammar system and literature) as a discipline can be 

traced back further than 1921 when it appeared in the syllabuses of English universities 

(Ashcroft et al., 1989). The argument has been made for comparing the institutionalization of 

English literature as an academic discipline to the ideological shaping of its readers in the 

colonial context (Viswanathan, 1987). Through the inclusion of the study of English literature 

indoctrination occurs at the unconscious level, where it leads to the naturalizing of constructed 

values. The study of English literature has neocolonial influences that can be seen in literature 

read and used in schools throughout the U.S. Children’s literature in the U.S. also had the same 

type of closely linked history with children’s literature in England. English children’s literature 

was not considered its own genre until the end of the nineteenth century, but simply mimicked 

adult literature. The U.S. first imported books directly from England through the late seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. Since that time we have had a history that closely parallels each other’s 

to a large degree (Hunt, 2001). Therefore, our own history of children’s literature is steeped in 

colonial ways of thinking, not only in the books themselves but in perspectives on children. 

Children are often ‘othered’ by adults. 

Nodelman (1992) puts forth the argument in his article, “The Other: Orientalism, 

Colonialism, and Children’s Literature,” that children are the most “othered” of all individuals. 

Nodelman’s argument is based on the premise that while reading Orientalism (1978) by Said, he 

was struck by the numerous similarity between Said’s theory of postcolonialism  and what he 

saw as the representation of childhood. This view of childhood signifies the child as “incapable 

of speaking for themselves” (pg. 29) similar to the way Said stated. Ultimately Nodelman argues 
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that despite the possible unease one might have with the notion that children are “others,” the 

happening that adults speak for and about them makes them “others.” Children as others places 

them in the situation of being viewed as inherently inferior, not like us (adults of European 

descent), and not quite human. Nodelman’s line of reasoning contends multiple similarities 

between orientalism and childhood.    

Postcolonial Othering and Stereotyping 

Two concepts within Postcolonial criticism that I chose to concentrate my analysis is 

‘othering’ and ‘stereotyping. The term ‘othering’ was first coined by Gayatri Spivak to describe 

the “process by which imperial discourse creates its others” (Ashcroft et al., 1998, p. 156). The 

term ‘other’ was created to distinguish between individuals of any of the European colonizing 

nations and that of individuals not of one of those nations. Individuals that were native to a 

country colonized were considered “the other.” The others were considered less than those of a 

colonizing nation and the colonizers were considered as part of the center.  In other words the 

‘other’ refers to the colonized people who are half of the Self/Other binary.  Colonizers consider 

themselves to be the center, or self, and the colonized or anybody not part of the colonized 

population to be the marginalized other. Das (2001) traces the origin of the term ‘other’ in the 

writings of Sartre, Derrida and Lacan: “One finds the extensive use of ‘other’ in existential 

philosophy, particularly in Satre’s Being and Nothingness to explain the relation between ‘self’ 

and ‘other’ in creating an awareness of ‘self’ and identity” (p. 369). Creation of the ‘other’ and 

initiating the process of ‘othering,’ therefore, is an essential tool used by the colonizing to assert 

their own power, will, and values. Another concept closely related to the concept of ‘othering’ is 

‘stereotyping.’ 
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Stereotyping is almost always the negative portrayal of a person in relation to another 

group or society. Edger and Sedgwick (2002) define stereotyping as: “an oversimplified and 

usually value-laden view of the attitudes, behavior and expectations of a group or 

individual…may be deeply embedded in sexist, racist or otherwise prejudiced cultures, are 

typically highly resistant to change” (pp. 380-381). 

In postcolonial theory, a stereotype refers to the highly generalized view colonizers 

projected onto the colonized. An important concept of stereotyping is put forth through Homi 

Bhabha’s idea of ‘fixity.’ Bhabha states that the concept of ‘fixity’ is the idea, whereby the 

stereotype of the ‘other’ is fixed as unchangeable (Childs and William, 1997). The concept of 

‘fixity’ provided colonizers with an extended reason for the mistreatment of ‘others’ since in the 

colonizer’s mind, not only were natives inferior, but they were also unchangeable and set to 

remain that way. ‘Fixity’ was the colonizer’s way of establishing a mutually exclusive identity 

category for both the colonizer and the colonized which elucidated the irreconcilable contraries 

that give the colonial stereotype its “currency” and the dynamics of its nature (Bhabha, 1994), as 

well as ensures its repeatability (hooks, 2005). Colonizers had stereotypical views regarding 

natives as work shirkers, liars, corrupt, weak, inferior, uncivilized, impotent, cruel, lazy, 

irrational, violent, and disorganized (Childs and Williams, 1997). 

Feminism as a Critical Lens 

The second lens used for this analysis is the perspective of feminism. Feminist theory is 

multifaceted and has a variety of branches, however, all branches would be in agreement that 

women, similar to the colonized have been relegated to that of “other” or “marginalized” (Tong, 

2009).  Again similar to the colonized, women have historically not held positions of power in 

society and have been situated in subordinate societal positions. Bell hooks (1984) states: 
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Feminism is a struggle to end sexist oppression. Therefore, it is necessarily a 

struggle to eradicate the ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on 

various levels as well as a commitment to reorganizing society so that the self-

development of people can take precedence over imperialism, economic expansion, and 

material desires.… (24)…Feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim is not 

to benefit solely any specific group of women, any particular race or class of women. It 

does not privilege women over men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way 

all our lives. (pp. 24-25) 

According to Flax (1990) one of the major purposes of feminist theory is to examine the 

power disparities between men and women which cause the oppression of women. Only through 

the close examination of dominant social structures that oppress will the construction of those 

structures be challenged (Avis & Turner, 1996; Baber & Allen, 1992). Feminism puts forth the 

issue of gender as the root of society’s composition which in turn affects everything from the 

distribution of wealth and power to the construction of identities (Ebert, 1991). 

It is hard to think of the use of any feminist lens without addressing its shortcomings 

especially within a postcolonial country. Much of feminist thought in the U.S. has focused 

around the idea of patriarchal dominance over women. While I accept this history, I also believe 

much of feminist theory in the 20
th

 and 21
st
 centuries have negated to include race and class as 

influential determinants in the way that feminist theory should be viewed. bell hooks (2000) 

believes that feminist theory must include intersectionality. Intersectionality is a place for 

viewing oppression that considers the intersection of gender, class, and race (Springer, 2005).  

To view gender alone is to ignore the social history of this country that has placed white Euro-

Americans in positions of privilege.  
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On one hand I appreciate Roberta S. Trite’s, definition of feminism in her book Waking 

Sleeping Beauty: Feminist Voices in Children’s Novels (1997). In defining feminism Trite states: 

My definition of feminism relies on a belief in the worth of all individuals. I 

define feminism as the premise that all people should be treated equally, regardless of 

gender, race, class, or religion. Thus, when girls choose to wear pink and play with dolls 

because they hope to grow up to be homemakers, they deserve to be treated as well as 

when they play chief executive officer in their spare time. (p. 2) 

However, the shortcoming of her definition lays in her example. The definition itself 

addresses the three areas of society of gender, race, and class plus the addition of religion that 

intersectionality advocates, but falls short in the example. The example does demonstrate an 

understanding of the patriarchal oppression of females, but neglects the reality that there are 

many females in the U.S. who will not have a choice in whether they want to be a homemaker or 

a top executive. Class and race play into the opportunities afforded females. To assume those are 

the choices of all females neglects class and race as determinants in choices of females from 

additional subordinate cultures other than that of female alone. 

Feminism as a word has been used since the 1880s in France, 1890s in England, and early 

20
th

 century in the U. S. (Cotts, 1987). The term has meant different things to different people, 

and different parts of the larger feminist community have had different goals. Modern Western 

feminism acknowledges some predecessor whether in the English and French revolutions or in 

individuals such as Anne Hutchinson (Kelly, 1984). Anne Hutchinson was an outspoken female 

who challenge normative gender roles by freely speaking her mind in a male dominated puritan 

society unaccustomed to women projecting their opinions. 
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Modern Western feminism is divided into three separate “waves,” first, second and third. 

Each wave is characterized by a distinct time period and overall focus. The first wave, 

sometimes also known as the “old wave” occurred between 1880 and 1920 and focused on 

women’s suffrage (Humm, 1995). The first wave created the first political force that addressed 

and advocated for the right to vote, contraception, welfare rights, and protective legislation 

among others issues (Humm, 1995).  

The second wave of U.S. feminism began in the early 1960’s and continued through the 

late 1980’s. Second-wave feminism focused on cultural and political inequalities to include 

politicalizing aspects of females’ personal lives previously considered private, the popular 

dictum of the 60’s becoming, “the personal is political” (Freedman, 2003, p. 327). Second wave 

feminism for the first time connected the personal with the political, forever changing the 

landscape of politics.  

The third wave of feminism began in the early 1990’s and is still in process. Unlike the 

other two waves of feminism, the third wave is much more broad-based in design and concept as 

the exact focus is under debate by the numerous branches of feminist thought.  Much of the focal 

debate surrounding the third wave comes from the realization that the female gender comes in 

"many colors, ethnicities, nationalities, religions and cultural backgrounds" (Tong, 2009, p. 285). 

Key issues that go across most branches of feminism are issues of race, social class, and 

sexuality (Baumgardner, 2000; Brunell, 2008; Wurtzel, 1998).  

Feminist Literary Criticism 

Although feminist criticism can be traced as far back as writings such as Olympe de 

Gouges’ Declaration des droits de la femme et de la citoyenne (1791) or Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) it did not gain a foothold in society or broad 
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acceptance as a theoretical movement until the 1960s. Feminist criticism’s evolution took place 

in the 1960s and continues today. The term, Feminist criticism is an overarching name used for a 

range of feminist critical approaches that aim to differentiate the female experience from that of 

the male experience. Feminist criticism gives special consideration to the ways in which 

patriarchal social structures have tended to marginalize women and how traditional male authors 

have subjugated women in their portrayals. This last definition is the definition I am using in this 

study. 

Feminist criticism includes looking at literature through a feminist lens, but is broader 

than a singularly feminist analysis. Feminist literary criticism seeks to challenge the patriarchal 

position of authors, and seeks to demonstrate that historically females in literature have been 

represented from the patriarchal point of view. This feminist perspective that looks specifically at 

the patriarchal positions within the books is the stance that I use is this study. In addition, part of 

feminist literary criticism is to examine the ways in which women have been exploited in 

literature of the past while encouraging modern authors, in order to change the traditional canon 

to be more inclusive of female writers and provide authentic representations.  

Review of Related Literature 

Content analysis is one of the two major research strands for looking at children’s 

literature. The other strand is literary analysis, and as Galda, Ash, and Cullinan (2000) indicate, 

that while they may have similar purposes, their methods are considerably different. Literary 

analysis looks to examine literary elements of a text such as character or plot development, 

stylistic devices, narrative devices, illustrations and intertextuality (Rapaport, 2011). Content 

analysis looks to examine what a text is about from a conceptual approach (Beach et al., 2009). I 

used a critical content analysis approach to examine the literature in my study. A critical content 
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analysis expands upon a content analysis approach to add “a particular theoretical perspective” 

(Beach et al., 2009, p. 130). 

In this literature review I focus on three distinct areas. Two of the areas are studies that 

are a critical analysis of children’s literature. The third area looks at texts written about critical 

postcolonial and feminism analysis of children’s literature. The literature review helped to 

inform my research by considering other work conducted in this area of research. This review 

summarizes and describes multiple ways in which critical analysis in children’s literature has 

been performed.  

The Significance of Research on Children’s Literature 

The development of research regarding children's responses to literature has been closely 

linked to the ideas of both the construction of the reader and the intersection between the reader 

and text. More recently research towards children’s responses to literature has paid added 

attention to the broader social and cultural context of children's literature. For this reason, 

children’s literature and attention to the ways in which it is analyzed provides valuable 

implications for its use and influence on children. 

Bradford (2007) makes the claim in her book, Unsettling Narratives: Postcolonial 

Readings of Children’s Literature, that applying critical theory to children’s literature is 

relatively new to the field. Because of the newness of applying critical theory to children’s 

literature there is not an abundance of reading matter that discusses the ins and outs of the 

application process towards children’s literature as it is a lesser explored sphere. The literature 

located for this section of the review deals more with application issues and reasons for 

employing a specific theory rather than examples of in depth analyses themselves. 
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The interest in the application of critical theory stems in part from the need to understand 

the ways in which students connect and read texts. Until recently some of the influences that 

have thought to affect an individual’s reading of a text have been an individual’s reading ability, 

knowledge of topic, and textual complexity (Purves, Rogers, & Soter, 1990; Rosenblatt, 

1938/1995, 1978). However in the last two decades some in academia have asserted that other 

kinds of knowledge gained from gender, race, and class also influence an individual’s response 

(Athanases, 1998; Eagleton, 1996; Fish, 1995; Morrison 1992: Spears-Bunton, 1990), a claim 

Rosenblatt (1938) made long ago in her theory of reader response. While Rosenblatt made this 

assertion more than 70 years ago, only recently have scholars begun to take a look at “extra-

literary concerns” (Harris, 1990, p. 147) that influence a student’s reading. 

Another reason for the interest in applying critical theories to children’s literature is to 

challenge the traditional imperialist canon of literature and its misrepresentations of indigenous 

and marginalized populations, or as Bradford (2007) states, “the multiple legacies of 

colonialism” (p. 4). Critical theory has become a tool for understanding children’s texts and 

unpacking their content. Apol (1998) maintained that: “literary theory is a tool we can use to 

help us determine the ideology – the cultural assumptions and unexamined messages-contained 

in a text” (p. 35). Ideology whether intended or unintended, is an inherent force in a text. 

Because writers, writing from within their own ideological positions, assume that their 

perspectives are natural or neutral, text can influence readers with the presentation of a biased 

message. Bland (2013) contends, “texts act as a subtle kind of propaganda and tend to 

manipulate unwary readers into an unconscious acceptance of their values” (p. 36). Bringing to 

the forefront these permeating occurrences in the literature that children read and are exposed 

can help to break the cycle of normalizing a colonial past for modern readers. 
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Scholars Who Routinely Use Critical Content Analysis     

More individuals interested in content analysis of children’s literature are using critical 

theory in their analysis practice. Though there are still not a large number of individuals who 

have made it a regular practice. Several individuals who have incorporated the practice of using 

critical analysis are; Clare Bradford, Wanda Brooks, and Violet Harris.               

Clare Bradford (2007) provides an in depth analysis of an extensive range of children’s 

literature in her book, Unsettling Narratives: Postcolonial Readings of Children’s Literature. 

Bradford’s choice of postcolonial analysis is appropriate as she argues that indigenous peoples 

from New Zealand, Australia, and the United States (as well as any colonized country) are still 

trying to deal with the ramifications and continuation of colonized practices. Bradford makes 

known that one of the benefits of critical analysis is bringing forth counter narratives that refute 

colonial histories and ideologies. 

Brooks (2002) also conducts critical content analysis, and has used Critical Race Theory 

as well as Black Feminist Theory for her purposes of analysis. In her critical content analysis of 

Mildred Taylor’s book, The Land (2001) she states that when warranted, critical analysis can 

provide examples “through which to address the vast and sometimes illusive concept of racism” 

(p. 43). Brooks uses the application of Critical Race Theory to point out issues that exist in 

society today due to the institutionalization of racism, its history, and its continued grasp on 

society. Brooks states that the process of analyzing The Land using Critical Race Theory 

provided her with “insight regarding issues of race and racism in the past and present” (p. 43). 

Brooks also provides assistance to others wishing to employ critical theory by first describing the 

tenets of Critical Race Theory. Brooks informs readers that all tenets of a critical theory do not 
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need to be used for every analysis. Those performing an analysis can determine which tenets are 

appropriate for the purposes of their analysis. 

Harris (1999) argues in her article, “Applying Critical Theories to Children’s Literature,” 

that a critical reading of a text must go beyond the aesthetic. Rosenblatt (1938/1978) would 

concur with Harris as her transactional theory honors the first evocated response to a text. Harris 

acknowledges that while the evocated response should be respected, it is only a starting point to 

begin discussing a text. Harris contends that applying critical theories is important for people of 

color. Application of critical theories help those marginalized to gain access to cultural 

institutions and refute stereotypes. Bringing forth insights found through critical analysis is a 

way to challenge the continued “publication of literature containing hurtful stereotypes” (Harris, 

1990, p. 150).  

Critical Content Analysis in Children’s Literature 

One Frame Three Texts 

Clare Bradford uses one theoretical framework with three strands to analyze four 

different books from Anthony Browne. The books are Gorilla (1983), Piggybook (1986), Zoo 

(1992), and The Big Baby (1994). Bradford’s critical analysis looks at Browne’s treatment of 

father figures in order to examine the power relations within family structures. In contrast, the 

second study incorporates three researchers’ use of three different theoretical frames in the 

analysis of one book, The Day of Ahmed’s Secret, by Florence Heide, Judith Gilliland, and 

illustrated by Ted Lewin (1990). 

Clare Bradford (1998) provides an excellent example of critical content analysis in her 

examination of Anthony Browne’s picture books. In Bradford’s examination of Browne’s books 
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she specifically aims to look at the “ways in which gender ideologies are encoded in works 

dealing with family relationships” (p. 79) and concentrated her analysis particularly on the father 

figure in each story. To frame her study, Bradford “draws on three forms of feminist” (p. 80) 

theory: egalitarian feminism, feminism of difference, and poststructuralist feminism. Bradford’s 

feminist framework allows her to think about the literature through a lens that informed her 

study. Bradford is able to demonstrate and discuss through the use of her frame that Browne’s 

books are critical of patriarchal ideologies that pit masculinity and femininity as dichotomist 

entities within the family.  

Gorilla “focusses on the relationship between Hannah and her father” (Bradford, 1998, p. 

80) while there is no mention of a mother. Throughout the story, Hannah is neglected by her 

father who tells her he is “too busy” or “too tired” to spend time with her. At the end of the story 

the father makes obvious his affection for Hannah, “remembering his paternal obligations” (p. 

83), and spends time with her. Through a feminist framework, Bradford is able to critique 

Bronwe’s reference to the ways in which masculinity is constructed within popular culture 

through Chris Weedon’s feminist position. Bradford asserts “we need not take established 

meanings, values and power relations for granted” (p.174). Though the father demonstrated a 

detached disposition often associated with masculinity he also demonstrated a tenderness 

towards his daughter that is often associated with the feminine. 

Bradford critiques Piggybook through an egalitarian, feminist perspective. One day, in 

the Piggott household, after cooking and cleaning for her husband and two sons, Mrs. Piggott 

disappears. The three remaining male family members are turned into pigs until they are able to 

change their gluttonous ways. Mr. Piggott, Simon and Patrick change and begin to help with 

domestic chores while the mother attends to the maintenance of the car. Bradford points out that 
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while at first glance a transformation of the Piggott family into a model of gender equality is 

represented it could not have taken place. Bradford points out that this book is not a good 

representation of an egalitarian home and that the complexity involved in true equality is much 

more complex. Bradford (1998) remarks that “the notion that if men and women simply 

exchange roles, gender equality will inevitably result” (p. 86) is a fallacy. The mother’s 

treatment is different than that of the males in the house. The father adheres to a patriarchal value 

system which stresses the importance of the male; demonstrated by the mother’s “featureless” 

face and assertions that her doings pale in importance to those of the males in the house.  

In Zoo, Browne describes a less than perfect family outing with a mom, dad and two 

sons. The mother in Zoo is viewed in opposition to the physically grotesque, dishonest, and loud 

father who adheres to patriarchal values as opposed to the feminine values of empathy and 

compassion that the mother displays. The mother and two sons attempt to distance themselves 

from the bad behavior of the father, yet, as Bradford (1998) points out the older son “is seen to 

manifest the posture and walk of his father” (p. 6). This image of father and son suggests that 

similar to the caged animal in the zoo, these boys are trapped in a family situation and “are well 

on their way to growing up to be just like dad” (Kirkus Review, 1993).  The feminist difference 

in this story is shown by pitting the feminine values of empathy and compassion in opposition to 

less desirable patriarchal values illustrated by the father and questions the construction of the 

masculine by the son posturing like the father. 

Finally, in The Big Baby the main character, John Young's dad, is caught up in appearing 

young. Mrs. Young, while calling him a big baby for his childish ways still dotes on him. One 

night Mr. Young downs a bottle of elixa de yoof, and the next day awakens as a baby, but with 

the same adult face. The infantile Mr. Young, similarly to the Piggott’s in Piggybook, is made to 
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suffer for his patriarchal bad behavior. Bradford (1998) employs egalitarian feminism in her 

analysis to demonstrate the way in which “the female is subject to and governed by the male” (p. 

93). While the construction of patriarchal values may not be as overt in The Big Baby as they are 

in Piggybook, Bradford’s use of the feminist perspective provides a look at Browne’s “ideas 

about gender and especially about the masculine” (Bradford, 1998, p. 94). 

Bradford draws on an article by Perry Nodelman in her conclusion to reinforce her 

feminist perspective for looking at these books. In “Children’s Literature as Women’s Writing,” 

(Nodelman, 1988) he argues against children’s literature in which the ideas of masculinity and 

femininity harmoniously coexist. Nodelman argues that this type of literature ignores women’s 

and men’s real subjectivities and suggests a better model is “a paradoxical insistence of two 

contrary values at the same time” (Bradford, 1998, p. 34). This idea is more reflective of reality. 

The perspective Bradford chose allowed for a specific treatment of Browne’s books that 

highlighted issues relevant to feminist theory. Bradford used three strands of feminist theory to 

look across a selection of Browne’s books and in this manner gave a cohesive appraisal of his 

stories through a feminist viewpoint.  

One Text Four Frames 

Another excellent study of critical content analysis was done by three researchers who 

each adopted a different theoretical frame to analyze the same picture book (Beach et al., 2009). 

The analyses used The Day of Ahmed’s Secret written by Florence Heide, Judith Gilliland, and 

illustrated by Ted Lewin (1990). Each of the three researchers adopted a different theoretical 

framework. This critical content analysis is particularly valuable as it demonstrates how each 

framework lends itself to a unique perspective of looking through, within, and beyond a text. The 

first analysis by Vivian Yenika-Agbaw used a postcolonial frame. The second analysis by 



53 
 

Christine Jenkins used a critical inquiry method, and the third analysis by Rebecca Rogers used a 

CDA frame. 

The Day of Ahmed’s Secret is about Ahmed, a young boy of nine or ten who lives in 

Cairo. Ahmed makes daily rounds on a donkey cart, delivering butane gas to customers all over 

Cairo. On this particular day, Ahmed has a secret that he wants to share with his family; 

however, he must finish his day’s work before he can share his news. Once at home, Ahmed 

surrounded by his family members, demonstrates his new talent and proudly writes his name in 

Arabic. The city of Cairo is presented through Ahmed’s eyes as he travels throughout it during 

the course of his day delivering the gas. 

Yenika-Agbaw (2009) used a postcolonial frame with a counter narrative focused on 

Ahmed’s sense of agency to analyze the story. Initially, when encountering a book that depicts a 

culture with which she is unfamiliar, Yenika-Agbaw wonders, “why this particular culture? 

Why… set the story in a particular region of a country? How much does the author know about 

the culture” (p. 131)? Posing these types of questions enabled Yenika-Agbaw to engage with the 

text on multiple levels as well as read more critically. A critical postcolonial lens was appropriate 

because the story takes place in Cairo and the Middle East is often viewed as part of the eastern 

orient in opposition to the west.  

Yenika-Agbaw (2009) employed a counter narrative to demonstrate that children do not 

have to accept stereotypes placed on them, but can negotiate other images of themselves through 

agency. Yenika-Agbaw was guided by the question, “How does Ahmed negotiate space, cultural 

identity, and personal identity” (p. 132)? In order to answer each part of this question Yenika-

Agbaw looked closely at how language was used in the text, how Ahmed interacted with family 

and community, and how Ahmed protected his secret. Posing these questions helped reveal a 
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pattern of construction that allowed her to create three analytical categories: ownership of space, 

ownership of work, and ownership of personal and cultural identity. A critical postcolonial lens 

provided Yenika-Agbaw with the “tools to read signs of domination, resistance, and possible 

subversion as characters embark on the process of self-liberation” (p. 133). 

Christine Jenkins (2009) used a critical inquiry method. Jenkins distinctive perspective 

comes from the field of Library and Information Science (LIS). Whereas analysis in the field of 

English looks at the text, education looks at the reader, and the field of LIS looks at the overlap 

between these two fields. Critical inquiry is an approach based in library book discussions that 

focus on three types of questions: informational, evaluative, and interpretive. Jenkins focused her 

analysis on interpretive questions which is distinguished by aspects of the text that give the 

reader pause. The place in the text where the pause occurred marks a possible place for analysis. 

Jenkins provides several areas in the text that gave her pause to form a question, and in so doing 

conduct her analysis.  

One instance of Jenkin (2009) applying her distinctive critical inquiry occurred with her 

analysis of the opening words of the story The Day of Ahmed’s Secret: “Today I have a secret, 

and all day long my secret will be like a friend to me. Tonight I will tell it to my family, but now 

I have work to do in my city” Jenkin’s questions what Ahmed may have meant by calling his 

secret a friend. Jenkin’s puzzlement over the simile makes her consider that others will also find 

this statement puzzling. Jenkin concludes this analysis by stating that “these are the textual gaps 

that offer space for collaborative meaning-making” (p. 135) which is important to the critical 

inquiry.  

Another example arises when Jenkin analyzes Ahmed’s father’s description of the city’s 

location. Ahmed’s father states, “the great desert presses against their city on one side while the 
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great river pushes against it on the other. We live between them, between our two friends, the 

river and the desert.” The reader knows the city is Cairo, and the father names the river, as the 

Nile. However, when Ahmed asks the name of the desert, his father only replies with “The hot 

winds call our desert home.” In her analysis Jenkin questions why the desert goes unnamed and 

wonders if this is a cultural prohibition or an acceptance of the desert’s vastness (p. 135).  

Jenkin’s analysis does not provide much insight into answers for any of the questions 

posed. Jenkins stated that her analysis is critical, however, there is no critical theory associated 

with her analysis nor do her questions necessarily address power relations characteristic of 

critical theory. At best Jenkin’s analysis could be considered content analysis, but lacks the 

necessary framework to be critical analysis. While Jenkins questions may provide areas for 

discussion, they are not answered through a critical lens and therefore I disagree that this is 

actually a critical content analysis. 

Rebecca Rogers (2009) provided the most extensive analysis of the three researchers. 

Rogers used the theories and methods of critical discourse analysis (CDA) to “describe, interpret 

and explain relations of labor and the economy as represented” (p. 136), in The Day of Ahmed’s 

Secret. Unlike the two previous researchers, Rogers provided a detailed political-economic 

background regarding Cairo in 1990, the year the story was written. Understanding the political 

and economic background lead  Rogers to ask, “How can the intersections of economics, gender, 

and literacy in The Day of Ahmed’s Secret be understood in relation to the global market” (p. 

137)? Roger’s analysis of the text pointed to Ahmed’s understanding of his place in the social 

and economic ranking.  

Rogers analyzes the design of the text through the author’s use of “patterning of modes, 

both verbal and visual” (p. 137). Rogers’ framework rests on Kress's (2004) idea that signs (to 
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mean gestures, language, and use of space) are never neutral. Signs inherently reflect an author's 

intentions and the author's intentions for their audience of readers. Rogers’ methodology is three-

fold to include creating a multimodal transcript, descriptive analysis, and examining the grammar 

of a book within its context. 

An example of Rogers’ analysis demonstrates that the struggle between old and new is 

represented in both the text and illustrations through repetition. The old and new refer to the 

transitions in Cairo due to new western influenced changes taking place among old structures, 

customs, and ways of being. The day of Ahmed’s story begins in the present tense as he 

addresses his constant hunger, “I make more stops, and now I am hungry again.” Ahmed’s 

hunger is new and constant as western influences economically hurt the poorer members of 

society the most. The theme of individualism, hard work and yet never being full or satisfied are 

carried through into the illustrations. The picture associated with the text places Ahmed as a sole 

individual juxtaposed next to a crowded thriving Cairo street. In addition, Rogers points out the 

repetition of the word “now” used twice on the same page and five times throughout the story 

always in reference to the constancy of Ahmed’s work duties.  

Rogers’ use of a multimodal CDA approach to analyze both the text and illustrations of 

The Day of Ahmed’s Secret reveals how the design of a text can “privilege some perspectives and 

marginalize others” (p. 140). Rogers’ analysis coupled with her extensive political-economic 

background of Cairo during the time period of the story provides for an intensive look at the 

dynamics of the text. This type of analysis of global literature ensures that multi-perspectives 

regarding literature are offered. 

The critical content analysis examples present clear samples of the flexibility within the 

method to address issues of power relations within literature. Bradford uses one framework with 
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three strands to read across the books of one author. Bradford’s feminist lens allowed her to view 

the characters in each story through a perspective that positions female and male relations at its 

root. For The Day of Ahmed’s Secret, three researchers analyze one book through three different 

perspectives. Each researcher was able to use a method that best suited their purpose and view of 

the story. 

Feminist Qualitative Analysis in Children’s Literature     

One example of a critical text that qualitatively examines gender issues in children’s 

literature is Roberata Seelinger Trite’s, Waking Sleeping Beauty: Feminist Voices in Children’s 

Novels (1997). Trite does not provide a critical analysis of a specific novel, but rather highlights 

examples through numerous well known novels, issues specific to feminism such as: mother 

daughter relations, reconstructing feminism, the sisterhood of feminism, claiming female voices, 

and feminist pedagogy. Trite demonstrates the ways in which children’s literature passes on 

traditional imperial ways of thinking as well as ways of resisting and forging new pathways for 

children’s literature. Important to Trite’s discussion on feminism is distinguishing between 

instances in which females demonstrate agency from the perception that females want to exercise 

power over others. 

Another book that qualitatively investigates topics around gender in children’s literature 

is Beauty, Brains, and Brawn: The Construction of Gender in Children’s Literature (2001) 

edited by Susan Lehr. The book is a collection of essays that examines multiple issues. The 

issues range from inquiry of the type of literature taught in classrooms, to exploring gender in 

preschool picture books, to understanding representations and misrepresentations of gender in 

historical fiction, to challenging gender stereotypes in children’s literature. Though the use of the 

word gender is used in the title, the concept of gender plays out as primarily a look at feminist 
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issues in children’s literature. Only one essay, “Separating the Men from the Boys: Coming of 

Age in Recent Historical Fiction for Children” addresses male representations in children’s 

literature.  

One issue made apparent in several essays is the debate over how authentic a depiction of 

gender roles in historical fiction needs to be. Belinda Y. Louie, Karen Cushman, and Janet 

Hickman each present varying perspectives on the representation of females in historical fiction. 

Louie (2001)contends that true portrayals are needed in order for readers to fully understand 

what kind of progress has been made for female struggles. On the other hand, Cushman (2001) 

takes creative licensing with her portrayal of medieval women as independent because she 

believes that this portrayal makes for a more interesting read. Cushman contends that an 

authentic medieval portrayal of a female embroidering or sewing may be too tame to interest a 

reader. Lastly, Hickman (2001) takes a much more balanced approach to the creation of her 

female historical fiction characters. Hickman recognizes the necessity in creating a character that 

is balanced between a representative figure and a character that defies all societal norms. 

Hickman takes into account a variety of conceivable responses to an experience in order to fully 

consider all the social contexts of the period. 

Several important concepts are broached in this book. A primary consideration of Beauty, 

Brains, and Brawn: The Construction of Gender in Children’s Literature is the call for “more 

egalitarian gender attitudes,” in children’s literature (Huck, 1992, p. 2). Another value this text 

delivers is a look at authors and illustrators thinking with regard to the creation of the characters 

in their books and their consideration of the child as audience. Lastly, Kathy G. Short (2001) 

makes the point that every choice in the selection of a book is a political choice whether it is 

intended or not. 
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Critical Analysis of a Children’s Literature Text Set 

An example of critical content analysis that is most suitable for my own purposes of 

analysis comes from Maria Jose Botelho and Masha Kabakow Rudman (2009) in their book 

Critical Multicultural Analysis of Children’s Literature: Mirrors, Windows, and Doors. Botelho 

and Kabakow look at a text set through a critical multicultural lens to see how power is exercised 

among characters in relation to class, race, and gender. Botelho and Rudman’s critical analysis 

looks at a text set collection of stories regarding Mexican American migrant farmworkers. The 

examination aimed to look at the text set in juxtaposition to “the historical and sociopolitical 

context of Mexican American participation in the U.S. migrant agricultural labor system” (p. 

153) and the representation of Mexican American’s portrayal in children’s literature. The 

analysis of this text set explores power by looking at “how characters dominate, collude, resist, 

and show agency” (p. 154) within each story as well as across and through the set as a collection. 

For the purpose of this research, I primarily focused on the first power characteristic of the ways 

in which some individuals in society are represented as dominate and others as subordinated. 

Bothelho and Rudman initially provide some background on the text sets and authors. 

The text set consists of 26 titles, published between 1992 and 2005, and are written for children 

in the age range of 5 to young adult. The genres covered include both nonfiction, and realistic 

fiction from picture books to young adult novels. Ten of the authors identified themselves as 

Mexican American, 9 European American and one author identified herself as a mix of 

Mexican/European American. 

In their findings, Botelho and Rudman categorize themes that emerged across the text set 

with respect to the historical and sociopolitical circumstances of the migrant farmworkers system 

in the United States. The researchers grouped the text set’s emergent themes into three 
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categories: Education/Language/Identity, Family/Work, and Immigration/Home. Once the three 

categories of themes are laid out, Botelho and Rudman precede with a brief synopsis of each 

story as well as illustrating the three major themes across and through each story. 

The first theme of language and identity addresses fundamental issues within the 

educational system, and with regard to the process of deculturalization. Botelho and Rudman 

illustrate that evidence within the text set exemplify the struggles characters experience at school 

in an attempt to keep their first language of Spanish. Central to many of the characters is the 

prominence schools play in the construction and contested sense of identity. Botelho and 

Rudman also state that transnational identity formation emerged as a theme and was illustrated 

through characters who felt a strong connection with Mexico while also associating with their 

present community within the U.S. 

The second theme of family and work is considered within the frame of how the migrant 

farmworkers’ conditions act to shape and reshape the family. The texts show an interdependence 

between the father, mother, and at times the children to provide for the family’s basic needs. 

Botelho and Rudman point to the portrayals of gender relations within the family as being 

present in the text set, especially the machismo of the male and the unconditional love of the 

mother. The stories reveal that when the father’s machismo leads to instability within the family 

structure, the mother’s role (in some texts) acts to keep the family together. 

Lastly, is the theme of immigration and home addressed. The border is both a symbolic 

and physical representation for migrant worker about both the act of immigrating and the notion 

of home. The border is present in most of the text set books and acts as a demarcating line. The 

border represents the line between the promise of a better life as well as the socioeconomic 

factors that propelled the characters decision to cross the border. In the text set, families attempt 
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to create a home in their new country, however, the situation of being workers within the migrant 

circuit upsets any efforts. 

Botelho and Rudman’s most extensive analysis is given to the author Francisco Jimenez 

four stories “The Circuit,” “Learning the Game,” “The Christmas Gift,” and Breaking Through. 

“The Circuit” tells the story of Papa, Mama, Roberto, and Panchito who cross “the Mexican/U.S. 

border in hopes of finding better living conditions as migrant workers” (p. 159). In this novel, 

Panchito narrates and provides insight into the socioeconomic circumstances of his family and 

explains the conditions of the migrant worker. All members contribute in some way monetarily 

to support the family. The boys’ schooling and the formation of relationships are disrupted by the 

harvest cycle. The American Dream is what lured this family to the states. Any dream of hard 

work being rewarded is questioned by Papa as he doubts the reality of the American Dream for 

immigrant migrant workers. 

Botelho and Rudman (2009) point out that in the short story, “Learning the Games,” 

Panchito “describes how power is exercised within the contratista system” (p. 160). Panchito 

witnesses Gabriel, another migrant worker’s resistance to the oppressive working conditions. 

Ultimately Gabriel is fired, however, Panchito has learned to take a stance against oppressive 

practices. Panchito becomes an ally to Manuelito, another boy who lives in the camp when he is 

excluded by Carlos, the camp bully. Panchito refuses to collude with the game of domination. 

The short story, “The Christmas Gift,” illustrates the harsh socioeconomic conditions 

experienced by Panchito’s family. The inequities affected upon Panchito’s family are 

demonstrated in two scenes. In one scene, Panchito and Mama rummage for food in trash 

receptacles behind a grocery store while on the other side of the fence a shopper selects fresh 
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produce from a store. Another scene depicts a thriving agricultural property juxtaposed to the 

tent dwellings of the migrant workers. 

The Circuit’s sequel, Breaking Through, illustrates the way that American culture can 

strain family ties of migrant workers. Panchito is a teenager in this story and the socio-economic 

inequalities of American culture are brought to light through Panchito’s adolescent experiences. 

Panchito questions why he does not have any free time as all of his spare time is spent working. 

In another instance, Panchito and Roberto are asked to collude with the school janitor in an 

attempt to gain white privilege. However, the family wants to maintain their Mexican American 

heritage and decide not to collude to pass as white. Botelho and Rudman state that their use of 

critical multicultural analysis is required to understand the power relations of classism and 

racism Panchito and his family experience. 

The books (in the form of a text set) in Botelho and Rudman's study is the closest study 

of critical analysis to the type I conducted. Botelho and Rudman’s text set analysis looks across 

and through a number of children’s literature books. Unlike Bradford’s analysis of Anthony 

Browne’s books which looks at one author’s books or the analysis by Yenika-Agbaw, Jenkins, 

and Rogers of The Day of Ahmed’s Secret; Botelho and Rudman’s text set covers fiction as well 

as discussion regarding their methodology and process for critical analysis. 

Quantitative Feminist Content Analysis 

     The tool of critical content analysis has the ability to bring misrepresentations to the 

forefront and help change the traditional English canon of children’s literature. Prior to the 

employment of critical analysis as a tool to examine children’s literature, content analysis was 

used to quantify the stereotypes in children’s literature. Shepard (1962) found in a quantitative 

analysis that the “heros and heroines strongly tend to be clean, white, healthy, handsome, 
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Protestant Christian, middle-class people. Villians much more often turn out to be ugly, 

physically undesirable persons of non-Caucasian races, often either very poor or of the wealthy 

classes” (p. 111). While this sort of content analysis is interesting, adding the critical component 

to content analysis provides a lens and another layer to consider the content. Short (2012) stated 

“What makes a study “critical” is not the methodology but the theoretical framework used to 

think within, through, and beyond the text” (p. 1).The critical within content analysis allows for 

the locating of “power in social practices and in understanding, uncovering, and transforming 

conditions of inequality, using theoretical frames such as critical discourse studies, 

postcolonialism, critical race theory, cultural studies, and childhood studies” (p. 1). 

Children’s literature, less so than literature for adults, has only recently had critical 

analysis applied to its body of work. Earlier quantitative content analysis such as Weitzman et al. 

“Sex-Role Socialization in Picture Books for Preschool Children” (1972) looked at concerns of 

gender role stereotyping in children’s literature that could be demonstrated by numerical 

representation. Numerous follow up studies to Weitzman et al. analysis also looked 

quantitatively at gender role stereotyping and representation though little content analysis has 

qualitatively examined female representation in children’s literature.  

Feminist Quantitative Analyses of Children’s Literature 

   Until recently much feminist analysis of children’s literature has been of the 

quantitative nature, which means counting. In 1972, Weitzman et. al. conducted an analysis of 

award-winning children's books and found that females were barely visible in the stories. When 

females were portrayed they were typically shown to stay indoors and behave passively. 

Whereas males were represented as active and outdoors oriented. In addition, males were 

portrayed as leaders and women followers. Williams et. al. (1987) replicated Weitzman’s et al. 
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study.  Williams et. al found minor improvements though the research found that most females 

displayed no particular behavior, did not express career goals, and female role models were 

lacking. Conversely, male characters were still portrayed as more independent than their female 

counterparts. A more recent quantitative analysis was led by McCabe et al. (2011) who 

conducted a comprehensive analysis of 5618 books published throughout the twentieth century 

and found a significant underrepresentation of female characters. 

The high rate of quantitative analysis has served the purpose of documenting generalities. 

Taylor (2002) asserts that the Weitzman et al. study “helped reform publishing practices 

influencing the founding of feminist publishing companies, raising the consciousness of more 

conventional publishing companies, award committees, authors, teachers, and parents” (p. 290) 

to the practice of underrepresentation and passivity in female portrayals. Therefore, quantitative 

analysis can be best used to draw focus to a problem, and also to determine progress. 

Conclusion 

 Currently, there is an insufficient amount of studies done on the content of children’s 

literature, though a look across such studies demonstrates an increase in recent years practice. An 

increased use may be in part because analysis, especially the application of critical analysis of 

children’s literature is a newer development in the field. Content analysis can offer researchers of 

children’s literature an approach for evaluating a book’s content through a specific critical lens in 

order to answer a specific query. Content analysis has yielded valuable information about various 

aspects of children’s literature. The continued use of content analysis research can provide data 

about an increasing variety of children’s literature questions. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

I conducted two types of content analyses. The first analysis conducted was a quantitative 

analysis. The second analysis conducted was a qualitative analysis.  Galda et al (2001) state that 

there are two general ways in which children’s literature research is conducted. One type of 

research is through literary analysis and the other strand of research is content analysis. Galda et 

al. stated that literary analysis examines what authors do, while content analysis, more so, 

examines what a text is about. Based on these descriptions of analysis, content analysis serves 

both my quantitative and qualitative purposes well for analyzing the eighteen books that make up 

the CCSS text exemplar sets for K-1 read alouds and independent stories.  

Quantitative Content Analysis 

An important individual in the early recognition of content analysis is Harold D. 

Lasswell. In the late 1930’s and early 1940’s, Lasswell popularized the use of the label content 

analysis although the term had been in use in academic circles for several decades previously 

(Franzosi, 2007). In 1940, the term content analysis first appeared in print in What Reading Does 

to People (Waples, Berelson, and Bradshaw, 1940). By 1942, Leites and de Sola noted that 

“during the last few years the term content analysis has been increasingly used by students of 

symbolic aspects of society, particularly in connection with the studies and suggestions of Harold 

D. Lasswell” (p.1). In the same year, Janis and Fadner (1942) also make reference to the use of 

content analysis, but qualified their naming of the methodology by referring to it as “quantitative 

content analysis.” 

Initially content analysis was thought to be used primarily as a quantitative measure of 

analyzing propaganda and political discourse. In spite of its narrow beginning, the range of 

formats analyzed through content analysis is ever increasing to include a wider breadth of 
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mediums. Content analysis has expanded to include the application of this methodology in the 

following mediums: advertising, television, radio, newspapers, magazines, books, journal 

articles, interview transcripts, photographs, cartoons, websites, and film to name a few 

(Kassarjian, 1977; Neuendorf , 2002). The label of content analysis has expanded during its 

seventy plus year history to include non-quantitative approaches to the methodology.  

Riffe and Freitag (1997) found that articles which use content analysis tend to be 

predominantly descriptive in nature by providing explicit detail about a topic. When used 

descriptively, content analysis has more than the power to reveal variations in an isolated area of 

content. Content analysis serves as a method to look across a collection of content to illuminate 

patterns within the collection. In addition, content analysis provides a means to identify 

“mechanisms behind those trends and changes” (Franzosi, 2007, p. 18).  

Content analysis offers several advantages to researchers. In particular, content analysis 

allows for both a quantitative and qualitative inquiry of material. Berelson (1952) stated prior to 

its qualitative expansion, that content analysis is “objective, systematic, and quantitative,” (p. 

147). The nature of a descriptive analysis is to quantify and analyze characteristics and then 

make inferences based on the quantifiable attributes of a text or text set. Krippendorff (2004) 

stated “Content analysis is a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from 

texts ... to the contexts of their use” (p. 18).  

Critical Qualitative Analysis 

Hsieh & Shannon  (2005) define qualitative content analysis as, “a research method for 

the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification 

process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (p.1278). Critical qualitative content 

analysis challenges assumptions of power held by dominant culture.  My critical qualitative 
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analysis includes a postcolonial lens which aims to highlight bias and inequities between 

dominant and marginalized society and a feminist lens which aims to highlight bias and 

inequities toward women. Ultimately adding a critical lens aims to highlight inequities in society 

and thereby work to improve the lives of those who are marginalized by dominant culture. 

Critical postcolonial and feminist analysis examines power relations in society. 

Children’s literature, similar to all other texts, reflects societal power relations. The application 

of postcolonial and feminist analysis provides a means of examining those relations. The 

construct of power can be found in many aspects of society; however, discursive practices are the 

strongest indicator of power relations. According to Bothelo and Rudman (2009) “language is 

where and how power is reproduced, distributed, and maintained” (p. 101). Consequently, 

language in all forms should be closely looked at in order to challenge the ways society is being 

“reproduced, distributed, and maintained” (p. 101). The discursive form for this research study is 

the language of children’s literature.    

Analysis of texts is a means of deconstructing a text through a specific lens, for a specific 

purpose. Critical postcolonial analysis specifically looks at literature for the purpose of locating 

colonial or imperialist practices. A feminist analysis specifically looks at literature for the 

purpose of locating patriarchal practices that disadvantage females. These practices reinforce 

dominant societal ways of being and work to reproduce the occurrence of inequity and 

oppression. The deconstruction of children’s literature through analysis acts to challenge the 

discursive practices that reinforce dominant society. Critical postcolonial analysis considers the 

ways language in children’s literature works to place characters and by extension, readers, in 

specific power relations. The additional feminist lens helps to round out the analysis to include a 

look at the ways in which gender plays a role in the dominant power relations. 
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In Fairclough’s (1992) three dimensional process of examining discourse, he states that a 

text can be viewed simultaneously as “a piece of text, an instance of discursive practice, and an 

instance of social practice” (p. 159). Discursive practices and instances of social practice each 

bear examining as constructs of power relations between people that reinforce social power 

structures. Discursive and social practices also have the ability to transform power relations. By 

looking closely at instances within and across children’s literature, content analysis can be 

conducted by selecting specific instances for analysis.  

The teaching and use of literature in the U.S. has fostered the construction, reproduction, 

distribution, and maintenance of dominant colonial ways of power. Viswanathan (1987) 

contends that “the discipline of English came into its own in the age of colonialism” and that “no 

serious account of its growth and development can afford to ignore the imperial mission of 

educating and civilizing colonial subjects in the literature and thought of England” (p. 2). A 

critical postcolonial analysis of literature is a necessary practice in reading traditional literary 

texts. Through a postcolonial lens, dominant ways of thinking can be recognized and addressed. 

Gayatri Spivak demonstrated through analysis of several classic English texts that “the 

civilizing mission of imperialism was written and disseminated in and through classic texts from 

the English literary tradition” (Morton, 2003, p. 111). Spivak, Edward Said, and Homi Bhabha 

have repeatedly demonstrated through their own analyses of literature from the traditional 

English canon that what many consider literature has traditionally remained grounded in “the 

history of imperialism” (Morton, 2003, p. 111).  

For the reasoning laid out with regards to postcolonial origins and the imperialist 

grounding of literature, two critical frames illuminate the presence of oppressive themes in the 

text sets. Both a critical postcolonial analysis as well as the incorporation of a feminist analysis 
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were used to look at the CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets. The overarching premise for use of both 

of these analyses was to look at the ways in which imperialism to include patriarchy is 

represented in these texts. Imperialism has a way of oppressing one group of people for the 

benefits of another group of people. The practice of oppression by one group over that of another 

creates the dominant/subordinate dichotomy found in many postcolonial societies. Repeated 

exposure of the dominant/subordinate dichotomy within society and literature routinely 

presented to students is at the fundamental root of the postcolonial and feminist analyses. 

Short (1995) stated, “Thematic content analysis is the use of theory or theme to analyze 

text or a series of text. The theory or theme is used as an analytical device, the main focus being 

analysis of the text rather than the development of theory” (p. 21). Beach, Enciso, Harste, 

Jenkins, Raina, Rogers, Short, Sung, Wilson, and Yenika-Agbaw (2009) state that, “Content 

analysis is a flexible research method for analyzing texts and describing and interpreting the 

written artifacts of a society” (p. 129). In short, this analysis acts to determine whether these 

books, as artifacts of our society, are beneficial to students who interact with them. 

Data Collection 

The way I chose to look at the texts for this critical postcolonial and feminist analysis 

came from categories Bothelo and Rudman (2009) considered in their analysis of multicultural 

texts. The three areas of analysis looked at the ways characters and by extension, readers, are 

placed in specific power relations. The three areas Bothelo and Rudman used to conduct critical 

analysis were: point of view, social processes of the character, and way the text closes or ends.  

The point of view was examined through the four guiding questions: Whose story is this? From 

what/whose point of view? Who sees? Who is being observed? The social processes of the 

characters are examined through the eight guiding questions:  How is power exercised? Who has 
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agency? Who resists and challenges domination and collusion? Who speaks and who is silenced? 

Who acts? Who is acted upon? Who waits? What reading subject positions are offered by these 

texts? The end of the text or closure is examined through the three guiding questions: How did 

the writer close the story? What are the assumptions imbedded in this closure? Is the ending 

ideologically open or closed? While every question could not be answered for every book, these 

questions helped guide the analysis and my understanding of the texts. 

When I examined the CCSS text exemplar sets using Bothelo and Rudman’s categories, 

several of the categories did not reveal any concern. The point-of-view category of both the read 

aloud and independent stories text sets did not reveal any insightful findings. In addition, there 

was no concern when the independent story books were analyzed for social practices and 

processes of the characters. Concerns did emerge in several categories. There is a concern with 

the read aloud text set for social practices and processes of the characters. Both the read aloud 

and independent stories text sets are problematic when considering their endings as all eighteen 

of the books have closed endings. 

Before I address how cultures are represented I first considered if cultures were 

represented. I considered both text sets for the ethnicity of the authors, illustrators, and main 

characters. I considered these areas to determine if there was representation from the major 

cultural groups in this country: Native American, African American, Latinos, Asian American, 

and European American. I also looked to see if other under-represented cultures were 

represented in any way in both texts. Therefore, my critical postcolonial and feminist analysis 

considered whether cultures were represented and secondly, if so, how they were represented in 

the literature. 
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I chose the CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets for read aloud and independent stories books to 

analyze for this study. The reason I chose these texts is because the CCSS and the texts sets are 

artifacts not only of our society, but also of our educational system and therefore should be 

looked at closely. CCSS was officially put into effect in the Fall of 2013. Implementation of 

CCSS means the books in the K-1 text exemplar sets will be in the hands of many teachers and 

students. The prospect of these texts being widely read makes them candidates for close 

examination. 

Making the connection between literature and children’s literature, Bothelo and Rudman 

(2004) assert that “children’s literature is a social practice that produces, reproduces, and 

circulates dominant cultural meanings as well as resists and subverts these dominant ideologies” 

(p. 127). In evaluating the message of children’s literature Bothelo and Rudman argue that it is 

“evidence of power relations; it is a social transcript” (p. 127). In keeping with the spirit of 

Botelho and Rudman’s statement it is important to investigate children’s literature as well as 

other literatures as vehicles for transmitting socially held practices. In particular, considering the 

implications of CCSS to education in the U.S., a closer look at the social practices transmitted 

through the text exemplar sets is an appropriate undertaking. 

Brief Summary of the Text Sets 

Many of the books selected for use by the CCSS exemplars are older books, some even 

past their copyright date and therefore in the public domain and so available without permission 

fees. The average age of the books in the two text sets is 50 years. Older books are at times 

problematic especially when considering there use in a 21
st
 century classroom. Older texts, have 

outdated language, biased representations, and/or lack of representation of people of color. These 
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books are problematic mostly in part because they do have biased representations, and a general 

lack of representation of people of color. 

CCSS Text Set of K -1 Read Aloud Stories. 

1. Baum, L. F., & Denslow, W. W. (1900). The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Chicago: G.M. 

Hill Co. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is about an eight year old girl named Dorothy, a girl from 

Kansas, who gets swept into the Land of Oz with her dog Toto by a cyclone. Dorothy meets a 

living Scarecrow, a Tinman, and a Cowardly Lion while on her journey to the Emerald City to 

meet the Wizard of Oz who she believes can help her return home. The Wizard of Oz directs 

Dorthy, the Scarecrow, Lion, and Tinman to kill the Wicked Witch of the West, which they do, 

but when they return to the Wizard of Oz, they discover that the Wizard is not an actual wizard 

though he is able to help the Sacrecrow, the Lion, and the Tinman, he cannot help Dorthy. 

Dorothy and her friends then must travel to visit Glinda, the Good Witch of the South, who is 

able to help Dorothy get home. 

2. Wilder, L. I., & Sewell, H. (1932). Little House in the Big Woods. New York: Harper 

& Brothers. Little House in the Big Woods is set in 1871 and is the first of the Little House on the 

Prairie series. Laura Ingalls, her older sister, Mary, and baby sister, Carrie live with Ma and Pa in 

a log cabin in the Wisconsin woods not far from Pa's parents. The book tells of the adventures 

and happenings over one full year of the Ingalls family's experiences as homesteaders through 

the eyes of a 5-year-old Laura Ingalls. 

3. Atwater, R., Atwater, F., & Lawson, R. (1938). Mr. Popper's Penguins. Boston: Little, 

Brown and Co. Mr. Popper’s Penguins is about a house painter named Mr. Popper who loves to 

dream of adventures especially in the Artic areas. After sending Admiral Drake a letter he 

receives a penguin in response. Mr. Popper and his family are excited but the penguin, named 
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Captain Cook, is lonely until a zoo near-by gives the Poppers another penguin. The female 

penguin soon has ten little penguins to make a total of twelve penguins in the family. It takes a 

lot of money to feed so many penguins. As a way of earning money, Mr. Popper decides to train 

the penguins to perform and travel around the country with them. In the end the penguins are 

asked to go on an expedition to the North Pole. Sadly Mr. Popper agrees to let them go, only to 

discover that he has been invited along too, a dream come true for him. 

4. Jansson, T. (1965). Finn Family Moomintroll. New York: H.Z. Walck. Finn Family 

Moomintroll is originally a Finnish tale. The Moomins are little creatures who live in Moomin 

valley and have several adventures. The Moomintroll (a young Moomin), his friend Sniff (a 

small creature that looks similar to a kangaroo) and Snufkin (a traveler who lives with 

Moomintroll and Sniff), find a Hobgoblin's magic hat on top of a hill. The magic hat makes 

many strange things happen in Moomin valley. Following the appearance of the magic hat, the 

Moomin Family, Sniff and Snufkin travel to an island by boat where they encounter strange, 

ghostlike creatures called 'hattifatteners'. Once the Moomintrolls and friends return home they 

meet Thingummy and Bob, twins who travel everywhere together and speak their own language 

where they switch the beginning letters of words around. Thingummy and Bob bring an 

important jewel, the King’s Ruby. 

5. Haley, G. E., Haley, G. E., H. Wolff, Inc., Connecticut Printers., & Atheneum (New 

York, N.Y.). (1970). A Story, a Story: An African Tale. New York: Atheneum. A Story, A Story 

is a Caldecott Medal winner which explains how people came to have stories. According to this 

retelling, once, all stories belonged to Nyame, the Sky God. Nyame kept all the stories in the 

whole world in a box beside his throne. Ananse, the Spider man, wanted the stories. Nyame told 

Ananse that if he could catch three clever creatures he would give Ananse the stories. 



74 
 

6. Bang, M. (1985). The Paper Crane. New York: Greenwillow Books. The Paper Crane 

is about a man who owns a small restaurant. The man cooked good food and provided a place for 

people to meet and eat. Then one day, a highway was built which caused cars and people to 

bypass the restaurant. The man lost all his customers and became poor.  

One evening, an elderly man came into the restaurant. His clothes were old and worn, but 

the man seemed kind. The restaurant owner served the old man even though he could not pay. 

The old man folded his napkin into a paper cane. The napkin was a magical crane because it 

came alive and danced if you clapped your hands. Soon many people came to the restaurant to 

eat and watch the dancing crane.  

One day, the same old man who folded the napkin returned to the restaurant. Without 

saying a word, the elderly man took out a flute and started to play. The napkin crane came to life 

and danced. After the song, the old man climbed onto the crane's back and they flew away. Even 

though the crane was gone, customers still visited the restaurant to be with friends and eat. 

7. Young, E., Young, E., Stevens, J., Stevenson, N., Philomel Books., South China 

Printing Co., & Juvenile Collection (Library of Congress). (1989). Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding 

Hood Story from China. New York: Philomel Books. Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from 

China is a Caldecott Medal winner about three girls who are left alone when their mother leaves 

to visit their grandmother (Po Po). A wolf fools the girls into letting him in by pretending to be 

their Po Po. The girls figure out that their Po Po is actually the wolf and end up tricking and 

killing the wolf. 

8. Garza, C. L., Rohmer, H., & Zubizarreta, R. (1990). Family Pictures. San Francisco, 

Calif: Children's Book Press. Family Pictures is the story of Carmen Lomas Garza's childhood. 

The book details Lomas Garza’s extended family celebrating birthdays, making tamales, finding 
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a hammerhead shark on the beach, picking cactus, going to a fair in Mexico, and confiding to her 

sister her dreams of becoming an artist. These everyday experiences are told through fourteen 

vignettes of art and a descriptive narrative, each focusing on a different aspect of traditional 

Mexican American culture. 

9. Mora, P., & Col n, R. (1997). Tom s and the Li rary Lady. New York: Knopf. Tomás 

and the Library Lady is based on the real childhood experiences of Tomas Rivera, a Chicano 

author, poet, and educator. The book tells the story of one summer that Tomas and his family 

spent as migrant farm workers in Iowa. During this summer, the combination of Tomas’ family 

story telling tradition and and the kindness of one librarian’s fostering of his reading had on his 

life. 

10. Henkes, K. (2004). Kitten's First Full Moon. New York: Greenwillow Books. 

Kitten’s First Full Moon is a Caldecott Medal winner about a little Kitten who sees what she 

thinks is bowl of milk in the sky, but cannot get to it. Little Kitten reaches and chases the bowl, 

but it always gets away from her. Climbing up a tree, Little Kitten sees what she thinks is an 

even bigger bowl of milk in a pond. Little Kitten jumps into the water thinking it is milk and gets 

soaking wet. When Little Kitten returns home, a real bowl of milk is left for her on the porch. 

CCSS Text Set of K-1 Independent Stories. 

1. Minarik, E. H., Sendak, M., & Harper & Brothers. (1957). Little Bear. New York: 

Harper & Bros. Little Bear is one book made up of four stories. The first story, “What Will Little 

Bear Wear?” takes place when it is snowing outside and Little Bear asks his mother for 

something warm to wear. She patiently makes him a hat, a coat, and snow pants. Little Bear 

states that he is still cold and his mother asks him if he’d like a fur coat too. Little Bear states that 

he would and Little Bear’s mother takes away all his clothing to reveal his fur coat. Little Bear 
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then plays in the snow. In the second story, “Birthday Soup,” Little Bear cannot find his mother 

and thinks she forgot his birthday. Little Bear makes birthday soup with all the gifts his friends 

bring. As they sit down to eat, Mother Bear comes in with a birthday cake and tells him that she 

did not forget his birthday. In the third story, “Little Bear Goes to the Moon,” wears a box with 

wires and tries to go to the moon. The last story, “Little Bear’s Wish” ends with Mother Bear 

telling Little Bear bedtime stories about his own adventures.  

2. Eastman, P. D. (1960). Are You My Mother?. New York: Beginner Books; distributed 

by Random House. Are You My Mother begins with a mother bird sitting on a big yellow egg.  

The egg begins to show signs that it is going to hatch, so mother bird decides to find food for her 

baby.  As soon as mother bird leaves to find food her egg hatches, and the baby bird asks, 

“Where is my mother?” The baby bird cannot see his mother anywhere, and decides to look for 

her.   

The baby bird steps out of the nest, falls to the ground, and sets off to find his mother.  

The baby bird asks each animal or thing he encounters, “Are you my mother?” Finally, a big 

machine picks up baby bird, and sets him back in his nest.  Shortly after being back in the nest, 

his mother returns with a worm to feed baby bird. 

3. Seuss. (1960). Green Eggs and Ham. New York: Beginner Books. Green Eggs and 

Ham is about a determined Sam-I-Am who repeatedly asks his friend whether he would like ham 

and green eggs. Sam-I-Am’s friend repeatedly states that he would not like green eggs and ham. 

However, Sam-I-Am eventually wears his friend down and he agrees to try green eggs and ham 

if Sam-I-Am will leave him alone. After trying green eggs and ham, Sam-I-Am’s friend 

welcomes green eggs and ham. 
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4. Lopshire, R. (1960). Put Me in the Zoo. New York: Beginner Books; distributed by 

Random House. Put Me in the Zoo is about a polka-dot leopard named Spot who can change 

colors and even juggle his own spots. Spot believes that he is special enough to be exhibited in 

the zoo, and tries to convince to children. 

5. Lobel, A., Lobel, A., & Harper & Row, Publishers. (1972). Frog and Toad Together. 

New York: Harper & Row, Publishers. Frog and Toad Together is a compilation of five short 

stories about the friendship between Frog and Toad. The stories shows different times in Frog 

and Toads’ friendship to include: when Frog does not feel well, Toad tries to tell him a story; 

when Toad loses a button, Frog helps him look; when Toad appears in his funny bathing suit to 

go swimming, Frog tries not to laugh; and when Toad is sad because he does not get any mail, 

Frog sends him mail. 

6. Lobel, A. (1975). Owl at Home. New York: Harper & Row. Owl at Home is made up 

of five tales. In “The Guest,” Owl invites winter into his home but does not expect winter to 

cause such havoc.  Owl shoos winter out the door and settles in front of the fire where his soup 

thaws and Owl is happy. In “Strange Bumps” Owl cannot figure out why there are two bumps 

under the covers at the end of his bed. Owl finally relaxes in his chair in front of the fire and falls 

asleep. In “Tear-Water Tea” Owl makes his favorite tear-water tea with his own tears. He thinks 

of all the sad things he can in order to make tears for his tea. In “Upstairs and Downstairs” Owl 

runs up and down his stairs in an effort to be in both places at the same time. Owl does this all 

day long but cannot be in both places at one time. In the last story, “Owl and the Moon” Owl 

befriends Moon. Owl knows that Moon cannot come home with him and bids him good night. 

However, when Owl is getting ready for bed, he notices Moon followed him home and is no 

longer sad, as his friend is right outside. 
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7. DePaola, T. (1978). Pancakes for Breakfast. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Pancakes for Breakfast is a wordless picture book that follows the a little old lady’s trials while 

attempting to make pancakes for breakfast. Finally the little old lady goes to a neighbor’s house 

who are making pancakes and eats a stack of pancakes there. 

8. Arnold, T. (2005). Hi! Fly Guy. New York: Scholastic. Hi! Fly Guy is a Geisel Honor 

book which is given annually to the author(s) and illustrator(s) of the most distinguished 

American book for beginning readers published in English in the United States during the 

preceding year. Hi! Fly Guy is about a boy named Buzz on a search to find the perfect pet to 

bring to "The Amazing Pet Show." Buzz encounters a fly who he finds out has a special talent 

and enters him in “The Amazing Pet Show.” 

Data Analysis 

The questions that I sought to answer from this research were: (1) What characteristics 

are in the books which comprise CCSS K-1 text exemplar sets? 2) What representations of 

people of color and women are present in the books which compose the CCSS K-1 text exemplar 

sets? The first research question was answered with information gathered from the descriptive 

analysis. The second question was primarily answered from information gathered from the 

critical analysis though the descriptive analysis also provided some information. 

The characteristics of the text sets were answered through a descriptive analysis. A 

descriptive analysis often serves as a prelude to a critical analysis. A descriptive analysis 

provides a broader look at a set of books. The characteristics looked at were selected based on 

basic information such as book length, and age. Other characteristics had to do with the text 

exemplar sets instructional levels such as lexile level and interest level. Lastly, some 

characteristics which the CCSS used as criteria to determine text complexity were selected with 
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slight modification. From the descriptive analysis information was gathered on author/illustrator 

ethnicity and the main character’s ethnicity. The range of cultural representations was answered 

through the critical postcolonial and feminist analysis.   

Descriptive Data Collection 

The descriptive data came directly from the texts. For the first read through, I read for 

simple enjoyment as I attempted to get to know the books and the stories. During the second read 

through, I looked specifically for: the publishing date, the length, characteristics of the 

character’s, and language. In addition, as part of the descriptive analysis I checked the Children’s 

Literature Comprehensive Database for information regarding the suggested interest level and 

reading levels.  

I created charts to organize descriptive information regarding the text exemplar sets based 

on general characteristics. The charts ranged from the more basic and easy to identify data such 

as publication date and length; to the intricate characteristics which the CCSS used in 

determining text complexity. The first chart considered: date of publication, lexile level, interest 

level, and length of book. The second chart considered several of CCSS knowledge demands 

criteria such as whether a book had a: simple or complex theme, single or multiple themes, 

everyday situations or fantastical situations, single perspective or multiple perspective, similar to 

one’s own perspective or unlike or oppositional to one’s own perspective. The third chart I 

created looked at areas of student preferences with regard to book choice. The preference areas 

of analysis looked at: gender of main character, ethnicity of main character, books about sports, 

adventure, and animals that boys prefer, and books about relationships and growing up which 

girls prefer. 
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The first set of categories coupled with unexpected findings provided data that informed 

a refined second set of categories for several of the areas, though most remained the same. I had 

not originally considered the categories of outdated gender roles and outdated language. I used 

the data from the age of the book along with unexpected language and gender roles to create a 

chart for outdated language and outdated gender roles. I did not use other information located 

such as: single or multiple themes, single perspective or multiple perspective.  The data collected 

with respect to these categories did not provide information that I ultimately considered 

significant. The data gathered for simple or complex theme, and similar to one’s own perspective 

or unlike or oppositional to one’s own perspective were merged into other categories in the end. 

The other categories remained the same: length, lexile level, interest level, student preference, 

and everyday situations or fantastical situations. At this point I added one last descriptive 

category based on previous readings of the texts and noticing few characters other than white. 

The last category added was the ethnic representation of the author, illustrator, and main 

character. 

Critical Data Collection 

The critical data collection was not as direct of a process as the descriptive data 

collection. White and March (2006) state,  “at an early point in a content analysis study, the data 

needs to be “chunked,” that is, broken into units for sampling, collecting, and analysis and 

reporting” (p. 29). I initially chose for the critical analysis to “chunk” the texts for dominant 

and/or subordinate instances whether by gender, ethnicity, or any other visible characteristic that 

was obvious with regard to postcolonial or feminist theory. Categories that seemed appropriate 

with regard to postcolonial theory were any indicators of race, as well as other indicators of 

ethnicity (dress or religion). Categories that seemed appropriate with regard to feminist theory 
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were any indicators of gender. Once I categorized each selection, I coded selections for each 

example (d = dominant representation, s = subordinate representation, pr = patriarchal 

representation).   

I then proceeded to organize each dominant, subordinate, or patriarchal example under 

the title of the book. This was done so that I could visibly look across all of the titles and 

examples to look for reoccurring themes. Based on the themes that emerged from this process, I 

selected the most prominent themes and made them my new “chunks” or categories and repeated 

the process of rearranging examples of dominant, subordinate, or patriarchal representation 

under themes instead of titles. Prior to rearranging the examples I added title coding to each 

example. For instance if I possessed an example of patriarchy from Little House in the Big 

Woods, the coding changed from “pr” for patriarchy to “pr LHBW”  for patriarchy from Little 

House in the Big Woods. This helped me keep the information organized and examples from 

each text together under a theme. Again, I looked across the texts by themes to assess if this was 

the best organization to analyze and report the data. I reassessed all of the examples selected to 

confirm they were a dominant, subordinate, or patriarchal representation. I weeded out those 

examples which did not appear relevant or were duplicated to the point of being redundant. 

I also incorporated James Snead’s approach for considering the racial messages 

communicated through artistic expression. Snead (1994) created a three part methodology used 

to note how racist ideologies function within films. Snead’s methodology is presented in his 

book White Screens/Black Images: Hollywood from the Dark Side. Snead’s used his three part 

method to categorize and explain dominant messages communicated through the text of a film. 

Snead’s method considers any image through the context of the following three devices: 

mythification, markings, and omission. Snead argues these devices are used in films to present a 
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racial message which has consigned people of color to “minor significance on screen” (Snead, 

1994, p. 4). Snead used this coding method to make obvious the overt power structure 

represented in film.  

Snead (1994) credited the construction of his method to Umberto Eco's A Theory of 

Semiotics which is “roughly, a set of conventions defining perception in limited and predictable 

ways within any given culture" (p. 2). Snead also gives credit to Roland Barthe’s concept of 

codes which is “related to both the social and artistic conventions” (p. 2) that people encounter in 

everyday life. Barthes' concept of codes includes coding for: conventions of plot, structure of 

plot, and coding for cultural “or what we might call stereotypes” (p. 2). By means of grounding 

his coding method in these theories, Snead was able to explicitly address the “broad issues of 

power, domination, and subordination as represented in…media” (p. 2) in a logical and orderly 

manner. By adapting Snead’s methodology I addressed both the visual images as well as 

descriptive images of the text set in the same logical and orderly manner. 

Mythification is “the replacement of history with a surrogate ideology of elevation or 

demotion along a scale of human value” (Snead, 1994, p. 4). Mythification looks at that part of a 

story that does not accurately represent reality. In other words, mythification looks at a story 

which retells a history that glorifies one group of individuals while oppressing another group of 

individuals in a representation that is not historically authentic. Mythification also requires the 

willingness on the part of an audience whether consciously or not to accept the history presented. 

Some audience members will readily accept storylines they are familiar and derive pleasure from 

what they are accustomed without attempting to consider the validity of the message (p. 4). 

Mythification points out and calls into question these instances within a text. 
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Marking occurs when the color black (representative of anything nonwhite) is repeatedly 

exaggerated. Marking denotes the color black in an attempt to force the viewer to notice the 

difference between black and white and establish a binary contrast between the two. Often in the 

past, visual binary oppositions were realized by portraying  black (nonwhites) individuals 

wearing white items of clothing (gloves, aprons…) and white individuals with dark clothing 

items in order to create a more drastic divergence between the two colors . Visual binary 

opposites can be used to reinforce binary power relationships such as: dominant/subordinate, 

civilized/primitive, enlightened/backwards, good/bad illustrated in texts. 

Omission is the most widely used form of stereotyping, but as Snead points out, also the 

most difficult to prove because the occurrence is the actual absence itself.  Omission is the 

repetition of absences of nonwhites from places and events of significance. The repetition of 

absences creates the impression that nonwhites are not important, should remain in the shadows, 

and do not merit the same positioning in society that whites hold. Snead provides an illuminating 

example of the way in which this circumstance has played out in Hollywood films of the past. 

Before the 1950s, films were edited specifically for distribution in the South. Scenes were 

removed in which blacks obtained any position of prominence in society such as a lawyer or 

teacher. The scenes of nonwhites in prominent positions were deleted for fear of any incendiary 

effect on the audience in segregated states. Nonwhites have historically, in many different text 

formats, been relegated to the “arcane and restrictive” (Snead, 1994, p. 7) stereotypical positions. 

In addition, nonwhites were physically positioned on the peripheral distancing them from the 

center or focus of an image and lessening their importance. I coded images three ways: my = 

mythification, ma = marking, and noted that I believed an omission had occurred since an 

omission cannot be coded. 



84 
 

These examples were organized with the rest of the data and further coded for title. 

Lastly, I decided on an individual basis how to incorporate any unexpected information relevant 

to the research questions, but may not fit neatly in one of the categories chosen. As White and 

Marsh (2006) state:  

In qualitative content analysis….the text plays a slightly different role in that, as 

the researcher reads through the data and scrutinizes them closely to identify concepts 

and patterns, some patterns and concepts may emerge that were not foreshadowed but 

that are, nevertheless, important aspects to consider. (p. 34) 

Unexpected data that was relevant to the research questions, dictated a review of the 

research questions. Krippendorf  (2004) refers to this process of repeating steps of 

“recontextualizing, reinterpreting, and redefining the research until some kind of satisfactory 

interpretation is reached” (pp.87-88) as a hermeneutic loop. Hence, part of the qualitative process 

for this content analysis was to continually look at individual sections of text in relation to the 

entire book. I considered excerpts and the whole text in an attempt to arrive at a suitable 

understanding of the book. This data collection process provided me with a systematic means of 

collecting data information to analyze. This phase of analysis is predominantly characterized by 

a rereading of the eighteen books. My fourth read through of the books was to confirm or weed 

out examples, and categories. The rereading was also meant to make sure there were no 

examples, or categories missed during the previous readings. 

Conclusion 

Content analysis provides a flexible means for evaluating texts. The process allows for a 

systematic way to evaluate texts while simultaneously allowing for the added stratum of critical 

theory. Earlier individuals such as Lasswell and Krippendorf advanced the method for others 
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conducting this analysis process. The methodology for any content analysis will vary from study 

to study as the number of hermeneutic loops conducted is at the discretion of the researcher and 

their objective. My objective was an evaluation of the characteristics and cultural representations 

in the CCSS text sets. Numerous loops were required to systematically reveal numerous patterns 

across the texts. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF CHARACTERISTICS OF 

CCSS TEXT EXEMPLARS 

 

Prior to conducting the critical analysis, a more general descriptive analysis was 

completed to gain basic information about the texts. A descriptive analysis is a general analysis 

that looks at surface information whereas the critical analysis is a more in-depth analysis of the 

content. In this section of the analysis I look at general quantitative characteristics explaining the 

objective features of the text collection. The quantitative description considers the texts across 

the collection. The general characteristics addressed are:  

1. Year of publication – this characteristic was determined by publication date of the 

book and to examine the use of classic versus contemporary books. 

2. Types of gender roles – this characteristic that resulted in an emphasis on 

outdated gender roles became significant due to the age of a significant number of the books.  

3. Length of book.  

4. Reading levels by text – Several types of reading levels were gathered for 

analysis. A lexile measure of a text is determined by evaluating its readability. Lexile ® 

measures the complexity of a text by breaking down the entire piece and studying characteristics, 

such as sentence length and word frequency, which represent the syntactic and semantic 

challenges of a text. The outcome is the text complexity, expressed as a Lexile ® measure (a 

number), along with information on the word count, mean sentence length and mean log 

frequency (lexile.com, 2013). Guided Reading levels – levels developed by Gay Su Pinnell and 

Irene C. Fountas, in the late 1990s and has been found in classrooms around the world ever since 

as guided reading.  
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5. Interest levels by grade – interest level indicates that students in these grades are 

the most likely to be engaged by the book's content and approach (scholastic.com).  

6. Gender characteristics – boys and girls have demonstrated a general difference in 

their penchant for reading material that highlight their own gender.  

7. Ethnic background of the author, illustrator, and main character.  

8. Everyday situations versus books with fantastical situations – CCSS Knowledge 

Demands: Life Experiences (literary texts) makes the qualitative distinction between common, 

everyday experiences or experiences that are clearly fantastical situations because they are 

different from one’s own. 

9. Language used in the text, particularily the presence of outdated language that 

might be unfamiliar to children. 

Characteristic Charts 

 

For each of the characteristic areas I considered, I developed a chart to present the data. 

Following the charts is a brief description and analysis of the findings.  
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       Table 1. Characteristic Chart: Classic Stories 

Title Publication Date 

The Wizard of Oz  1900 

Little House in the Big Woods 1932 

Mr Popper’s Penguins 1938 

Finn Family Moomintroll 1948 

A Story, A Story 1970 

The Paper Crane 1985 

Lon Po Po 1989 

Family Pictures 1990 

Tomas and the Library Lady 1997 

Kitten’s First Full Moon 2005 

Little Bear 1957 

Are You My Mother? 1960 

Green Eggs and Ham? 1960 

Put Me in the Zoo 1960 

Frog and Toad Together 1972 

Owl at Home 1975 

Pancakes for Breakfast 1978 

Hi! Fly Guy 2005 
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1. Description and analysis of classic stories characteristic chart. The age of the 

books is not problematic in and of itself. Older books can be fine books for children to read. The 

problem found with some of the older books is that they are dated in some facet that does not 

lend itself to comprehension, or fosters biased and stereotypical ideas.  

The average age of the independent story books is 48 years old. There is not any real 

issue with the content being dated. The stories are for the most part old, but not problematic. 

However, there are several issues associated with the age of the read aloud books. Four of the ten 

books have dated gender roles and two of the ten books have dated language which can be 

offensive.  
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Table 2. Characteristic Chart: Gender Roles 

Title Dated  Gender Roles 

The Wizard of Oz   

Little House in the Big Woods Ma and the girls perform all domestic duties 

Mr Popper’s Penguins Women are portrayed solely as housewives who are work shy 

Finn Family Moomintroll Females are portrayed as one dimensional solely conducting 

house work 

A Story, A Story  

The Paper Crane  

Lon Po Po  

Family Pictures Women only wear dresses and many are in aprons even during 

non-cooking/domestic activities 

Tomas and the Library Lady Women only wear dresses, no aprons, and work outside the home 

Kitten’s First Full Moon  

Little Bear Mother Bear only in dress and at times apron 

Are You My Mother?  

Green Eggs and Ham?  

Put Me in the Zoo  

Frog and Toad Together  

Owl at Home  

Pancakes for Breakfast Woman in dress and apron 

Hi! Fly Guy  
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2. Description and analysis of gender roles characteristic chart. Traditionally, society 

has been patriarchal in nature and women have been subjected to second class status, similarly 

male attributes have been valued over those of females (Russell, 1997). However, in the last half 

of the twentieth century, women have made progress towards equality. Mirroring traditional 

society, much literature has shown a preference toward male protagonists and their traits. 

However, in the twenty first century it is important to provide children with literature that 

equally portrays both genders in diverse roles and without value judgments of their traits. 

Little House in the Big Woods has dated gender roles. This historical fiction book is the 

first in the "Little House" series by Laura Ingalls Wilder. The roles carried out by the characters 

in the story run true to gender roles of the time period. Chores and jobs are clearly divided 

among gender lines. The females complete chores that have to do with the home. Ma’s schedule 

is: wash on Monday, iron on Tuesday, mend on Wednesday, churn on Thursday, clean on Friday, 

and bake on Saturday. Pa’s chores include chopping wood; hunting and cleaning his gun; 

cleaning, smoking, and curing the meat as well as any other chore that does not have to do with 

domestic life of the home. Pa is responsible for providing shelter and food for the family.  The 

problem with Little House in the Big Woods is not with gender roles in the single book, but the 

book being part of a text set that represents women forty percent of the time in stereotyped or 

oppressed gendered roles. An over representation of women are presented in traditional domestic 

roles. Traditional gender roles may have been part of our history, but in the twenty first century 

roles that present women in a vast variety of roles is preferred. 

In Mr. Popper’s Penguin’s, women are portrayed as domestic caretakers that are less than 

hard working. Mr. Popper by trade is a painter at the whim of local “housewives” who do not 

work outside the home. Mr. Popper’s wife, Mrs. Popper, is portrayed as having the singular 
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worry of not wanting “any mess around to clean up" (p. 14). Mrs. Popper does not work outside 

of the home, nor does she have any desire to work inside or outside of the home. When the 

Poppers receive the penguins, Mrs. Popper's main concern is whether having them around the 

house will add to her housework. 

On the other hand males in the book are portrayed as hard working manual laborers or as 

law enforcement. The portrayal of the genders is dichotomous; however, what is more 

bothersome is that the females are portrayed as less than the males. Mr. Popper’s Penguins 

gender roles differ from Little House in the Big Woods. Though both books have set and 

divergent gender roles, the females in Mr. Popper’s Penguins are portrayed in a less flattering 

light than in Little House in the Big Woods. The Ingall females are never portrayed as being lazy 

or idle; on the contrary, they are portrayed as hard workers. The women in Mr. Popper’s 

Penguins are portrayed as work-shy. The female portrayals in Mr. Popper’s Penguins are 

reminiscent of the weaker sex mentality that was prevalent in the past, but is not conducive to 

images society condones today. 

Finn Family Moomintroll was written in 1948. The characters in the story fall into classic 

stereotypes of gender. Moominmamma and Moominpappa act out stereotypical gender roles of 

the time period. Moominmamma does the cooking, cleaning, and most of the nurturing; and 

Moominpappa dallies around. Moomintroll plays the male counter to Snork Maiden’s girliness. 

Gender roles are most definitely noticeable. The problem with this book is that the females 

appear frivolous and flighty. Neither Moominmamma nor Snork Maiden make demands or have 

strong opinions. Moominmamma and Snork are game to go along with whatever the males 

decide. 
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Family Pictures was published in 1990 though the story and pictures are about the 

author/illustrator’s childhood which means the story and pictures are from the 1950’s or early 

60’s. Idyllic pictures of the author’s family life work together to create a sense that patriarchal 

standards are the norm within the family structure. All of the women throughout the book wear 

dresses, but what I found interesting was that in more than one picture females are also wearing 

aprons. Wearing aprons even occurs outside where no cooking is going on as if this is the 

females’ only role. The men for the most part are dressed either in casual dress wear or in 

cowboy wear from boots, to belts, to hats. 

The Wonderful World of Oz is the exception to the read aloud stories with dated gender 

roles. The main character, Dorothy is a female. There are several other strong females in the 

story.  The witch of the East, West, North, and South all have magical powers and rule over their 

own individual kingdom. In addition, despite being dropped into a completely foreign land, 

Dorothy boldly seeks to solve her own problems, and in doing so also helps to solve the 

problems of her three male companions. On the other hand, the great wizard of Oz, a male, turns 

outs to be a fraud and ends up not being able to help Dorothy. The Wonderful World of Oz does 

have strong female characters that are powerful and would be beneficial for students to read if 

there were no other problems with the book. 

The four books with dated gender roles show a pattern of patriarchal values. While the 

books familial structure may have been common place during the time period they were written, 

they are not as common today and should not make up 40% of a given text set. In addition, in 

Mr. Popper’s Penguins the females are portrayed as work-shy and in Finn Family Moomintroll 

the females are portrayed as care-free to the point of being flighty and frivolous. The books as 
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part of a set are more damaging than the individual books because collectively there is a pattern 

that demonstrates a devaluing, and stereotyping of females.   
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Table 3. Characteristic Chart: Book Length 

          Title Length by pages 

The Wizard of Oz  161 

Little House in the Big Woods 238 

Mr Popper’s Penguins 139 

Finn Family Moomintroll 160  

A Story, A Story 35 

The Paper Crane 34 

Lon Po Po 34 

Family Pictures 31 

Tomas and the Library Lady 34 

Kitten’s First Full Moon 28 

Little Bear 63 

Are You My Mother? 63 

Green Eggs and Ham? 62 

Put Me in the Zoo 60 

Frog and Toad Together 64 

Owl at Home 64 

Pancakes for Breakfast 28 

Hi! Fly Guy 32 
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3. Description and analysis of book length characteristic chart. The average book 

length of the independent story books is 53 pages with many illustrations and pages solely 

dedicated to illustrations. The lengths range from 28 to 64 pages. Three of the longer books are 

composed of several short stories that do not need to be completed in one sitting. Length is not a 

problem with the independent story books. Any problem with length has to do with the read 

aloud text set.         

 The average length of the text set read alouds is 93 pages; 31 pages for the shortest book 

and 238 pages for the longest book. My concern stems from the length of several of the chapter 

books. From my own experience of instructing K-1, there is a significant difference with the 

maturity and attention span of entering kindergarteners and that of departing first graders. The 

bracketing of K-1 text sets together is problematic when it comes to students attending and 

retaining the story over continuous days. Entering kindergarteners have a short attention span 

that needs to be developed. First graders have a longer attention span, however engagement plays 

a critical part in the extent of any person’s attention. Chapter books do have advantages. Reading 

aloud chapter books to students helps build listening and comprehension skills, vocabulary, 

memory skills, and attention span. However, reading chapter books is an activity that needs to be 

introduced after the reading many picture books, and even then a teacher begins with shorter 

chapter books and builds to longer chapter books.  

      The problem with CCSS’s list is the advanced length of several of the books. The 

Wonderful World of Oz is 164 pages, and Little House in the Big Woods is 238 pages. Chapter 

book read aloud lists created by Carol Avery (1993) and Jim Trelease (2006) showcase more 

appropriate text sets in terms of length.  Carol Avery was a first grade teacher for years and 

provides a sample list of read aloud chapter books she used during one school year in …And with 
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a Light Touch. Carol’s list pertains to first grade and the average length of a book on her list is 

111 pages. The three outliers on her list are Charlotte’s We  at 236 pages, Ramona the Pest at 

208 pages, and The Mouse and the Motorcycle at 203 pages. Jim Trelease (2006) has a suggested 

list of kindergarten chapter book read alouds and the average length of a book on his list is 88 

pages. The two outliers on his list are James and the Giant Peach (1996) at 144 pages and The 

Water Horse (1963) at 128 pages.  

      The CCSS combined K-1 list is problematic in that it is first and foremost not 

appropriate for both kindergarten and first grade. From my own experience the list seems more 

appropriate for first grade, possibly culminating in Little House in the Big Woods. However, The 

Wonderful World of Oz is too long in length coupled with the cognitive demands necessary for a 

high fantasy story that make the story not an appropriate read for kindergarten or first graders. 

The Wonderful World of Oz has eighteen chapters and broken up at a chapter a day would last 

over three weeks which is stretching the attention span of the most rapt first graders’ attention, 

especially given the complexity of the book. 
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Table 4. Characteristic Chart: Reading Levels by Text  

Title  Reading Levels by Lexile and Guided Reading 

The Wizard of Oz  Lexile 1030   GR Level P 

Little House in the Big Woods Lexile 930   GR Level Q 

Mr Popper’s Penguins Lexile 910   GR Level Q 

Finn Family Moomintroll Lexile 770   GR Level N/A 

A Story, A Story Lexile 590   GR Level O 

The Paper Crane Lexile 790   GR Level L 

Lon Po Po Lexile 670   GR Level S 

Family Pictures Lexile 790   GR Level M 

Tomas and the Library Lady Lexile 440   GR Level N 

Kitten’s First Full Moon Lexile 360   GR Level G 

Little Bear Lexile 370   GR Level J 

Are You My Mother? Lexile 80   GR Level I 

Green Eggs and Ham? Lexile 30   GR Level J 

Put Me in the Zoo Lexile 150   GR Level H 

Frog and Toad Together Lexile 330   GR Level K 

Owl at Home Lexile 370   GR Level J 

Pancakes for Breakfast Lexile N/A   GR Level D 

Hi! Fly Guy Lexile 280   GR Level I 
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4. Description and analysis of reading levels by text characteristic chart. I have 

provided both the lexile level as well as Fountas & Pinnell’s guiding reading level as another 

comparable book leveling system. The lexile measure of a text is based on two forecasters of 

how difficult a text will be to comprehend: word frequency and sentence length 

(lexile.com). Guided reading levels are based on ten text characteristics: genre/form, text 

structure, content, themes and ideas, language and literary features, sentence complexity, 

vocabulary, words, illustrations, book and print features. 

     The lexile range of the independent stories with the exception of Pancakes for 

Breakfast (wordless), range from 30 – 450. In 2012 the CCSS put out a range of lexile levels that 

each grade should read. There is no lexile level for kindergarten or first grade because the CCSS 

says that Lexiles do not work for K-1 texts. One of the problems with the lexile levels is similar 

to the problem with the book lengths, lumping kindergarten and first grade together. Most 

kindergarteners enter schools as emergent readers in the sense that they do not read sentences. 

They may read the illustrations, a word or words, or they can read a wordless book, but most do 

not read sentences; yet they are being lumped with end-of-year first-graders who can read. 

Therefore, almost all the books on the list do not really pertain to kindergarten and those that do 

will most likely not be read independently.       

     An individual's lexile level, or reading comprehension zone is anywhere from 100L 

below to 50L above a student’s reported level (lexile.com). If kindergarteners enter school as 

nonreaders only Pancakes for Breakfast can be expected to be read independently. The 

Committee on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties in Young Children (1999) has suggested, 

by the end of kindergarten, children should recognize some words by sight including a few very 

common ones (the, I, my, you, is, are). If students are only expected to know a small number of 
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sight words, how can they also be expected to read books with heavy text independently much 

less books with lexile levels such as 80, 150, 280, 370, and 450.  

I also provided levels of Guided Reading (GR) for comparison with lexile levels. GR was 

developed by Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell. The guided reading level system gives a 

comprehensive reading level for books based mainly on numerical and some limited qualitative 

criteria. The system is represented by alphabetic lettering and has several levels for each grade 

level. Each book is evaluated before being leveled, and unlike lexile levels, teacher input is 

considered in the leveling process as part of the qualitative criteria. 

Dr. Tim Shanahan (2013) cautions K-1 teachers not to “ramp up the difficulty level of 

texts” because teachers of K-1 students need to “ensure that students develop their beginning 

reading and writing skills (e.g., phonological awareness, decoding, fluency, comprehension).” 

Dr. Shanahan also states that a teacher should not “hurry past that part of the process (by raising 

the texts levels), but… give kids the skills that will allow them to benefit from the more 

challenging texts they will face later.” Kindergarten and first grade are not the appropriate time 

for complex text (especially in independent stories) when children are in the process of emerging 

as readers. Complex texts are much better suited for older students who are developed readers. 

As stated in Appendix A of the CSSS, children’s listening comprehension exceeds their 

reading comprehension until the middle school years (CCSS, Appendix A, p. 27). Therefore, 

students can listen to stories at a higher lexile level than they can read and understand on their 

own. Reading aloud to students at a slightly higher level than their current level exposes students 

to texts that develop knowledge and oral language, but does not frustrate their own reading 

development. In addition, during a read aloud a teacher is able to guide discussions so that 

students can comprehend texts they may not comprehend independently. 
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The read aloud text set for K-1 is problematic only in that it does not provide a sufficient 

range of lexile levels for both kindergarten and first graders. When students enter kindergarten 

everything is above their lexile level so finding books that challenge their ability is not an issue. 

However, an issue is selecting books that are not beyond student’s scope of understanding. 

Stories can be scaffolded so that students better understand stories. Several of the stories in the 

text set have too high of a lexile level and would need too much scaffolding to be a good choice 

for a read aloud. For instance, The Wonderful World of Oz is 164 pages, has a 1030 lexile level, 

and is high fantasy. The Wonderful World of Oz is long for the average first grade class 

especially considering its high lexile and is even more impractical for kindergarten.                        
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Table 5. Characteristic Chart: Interest Levels by Grades 

Title Interest Levels by Grade 

The Wizard of Oz 3 - 7 grade 

Little House in the Big Woods 3 - 7 grade 

Mr Popper’s Penguins 3 - 7 grade 

Finn Family Moomintroll 3 - 7 grade 

A Story, A Story K - 2 grade 

The Paper Crane K - 2 grade 

Lon Po Po K-  3 grade 

Family Pictures 3 - 5 grade 

Tomas and the Library Lady K - 3 grade 

Kitten’s First Full Moon K– 2 grade 

Little Bear K– 2 grade 

Are You My Mother? K– 2 grade 

Green Eggs and Ham? K– 3 grade 

Put Me in the Zoo K– 3 grade 

Frog and Toad Together K– 2 grade 

Owl at Home K– 2 grade 

Pancakes for Breakfast K– 2 grade 

Hi! Fly Guy K– 3 grade 
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5. Description and analysis of interest levels by grades characteristic chart. The 

interest level of a text is based on publisher’s recommendations as to the grade level 

appropriateness of a text. In many ways the interest level is the most important area. Anderson, 

Shirey, Wilson, and Fielding (1988) determined that an individual’s interest in reading material 

is thirty times more potent than the reading level in influencing or predicting a student's ability to 

comprehend a text. Research has demonstrated that “high interest in reading material results in a 

greater desire to read and increased comprehension” (Thames & Reeves, 1994). In reading, 

comprehension is the ultimate goal, therefore, books of interest that students’ comprehend are 

important for literacy acquisition.  An interest level refers to “the sophistication of a book’s 

content, ideas, and theme,” and is based on a publisher’s recommendation (Renaissance, 2013). 

The interest level differs from the reading level. A reading level provides information to help 

ascertain whether a student can read a book; whereas, the interest level is provided to help 

ascertain whether a student should read a book. 

The K-1 stories are not problematic. Each book on the list is a good choice interest wise 

for a kindergarten or first grade classroom. Every book on the list has a targeted interest level of 

K-2 which is appropriate for a K-1 text set. The K-1 read aloud text set is problematic when 

considering the interest levels of the books.  Four of the ten books have an interest level above 

the K-2 level. The Wonderful World of Oz, Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s 

Penguins, and Finn Family Moomintrolls are all stories suggested for grades three through grade 

five or seven.  The text sets created by CCSS are supposed to illustrate a range of text 

complexity, however, interest is not as flexible as readability. The four books above the K-2 

range of interest are not appropriate for kindergarten read alouds and I would caution against 

their use in first grade classes unless a specific class is highly interested in the story. Carol Avery 
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(1993) uses Mr. Popper’s Penguins as a read aloud, but also states the importance of knowing 

one’s class and what is right for them. 
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Table 6. Characteristic Chart: Gender of Main Character & Implication for Students’ 

Interests 

Student Preferences/Interest of Main Character, Content Read Alouds 

Title  F/M Main Character F/M Interests 

The Wizard of Oz  F  F/M 

Little House in the Big Woods F F 

Mr Popper’s Penguins M M 

Finn Family Moomintroll M F/M 

A Story, A Story M NONE 

The Paper Crane M NONE 

Lon Po Po F NONE 

Family Pictures F F 

Tomas and the Library Lady M F 

Kitten’s First Full Moon N/A NONE 

Little Bear N/A F/M 

Are You My Mother? N/A M 

Green Eggs and Ham? N/A M 

Put Me in the Zoo N/A M 

Frog and Toad Together N/A M 

Owl at Home N/A M 

Pancakes for Breakfast F NONE 

Hi! Fly Guy M M 

F – Female, M – Male, N/A – Not Available 
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6. Description and analysis of gender of main character & implication for students’ 

interest characteristic chart. Ever since Nancy Larrick (1965) made public the question asked 

of her by a young black girl in a Manhattenville, New York Nursery school, “Why are they 

always white?” the ethnicity of characters in children’s literature has been examined. The 

ethnicity of characters in children’s literature has relevance in the education of all children in two 

specific ways. First, the absence of positive images of individuals from ethnicities other than 

white communicates to these children that they themselves have little worth in our society (Sims, 

1983). Books that have all-white characters do not allow children from other ethnicities to 

“develop a strong sense of their own humanity, to affirm their sense of self-worth, or to discover 

their own identity” and therefore, “lose out on some of the major benefits of exposure to 

children's literature” (Sims, 1983, p. 650). Conversely, when white children are exposed to 

children’s literature that only has white characters or predominantly white characters they may 

“come to believe in an inherent rightness of whiteness" that views other nonwhites as having “no 

important place or function in the society” (Sims, 1983, p. 650). A similarly problematic 

situation occurs when there are images of an ethnicity misrepresented in some absurd, foolish, or 

nonsensical way. Misrepresentations are not only harmful to children of the ethnicity 

misrepresented, but also work to infuse the “poison of racism” into white children viewing the 

literature (Sims, 1983, p. 650). 

In addition, the need for a child to see themselves in literature goes beyond ethnicity to 

include seeing their own gender represented. The type of reading materials each gender prefers 

appears consistent among boys and girls. Chapman et al. (2007) stated that when boys and girls 

were asked what their own gender and the opposite gender liked to read, answers fell in line with 

stereotypes of both themselves as well as the opposite gender.  With regard to story characters, 
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both genders found books more interesting when the main character was their own gender. 

However, girls were more willing than boys to read books with a main character of the opposite 

gender (Bleakley et al. 1988). 

Based on these two characteristics of what students prefer to see in a main character, a 

variety of books that showcase all students’ ethnicity and both genders should be available in the 

classroom and used for read alouds, browsing, and instruction. To have a classroom that does not 

have equal representation of characters in books with ethnicities that reflect the class make-up as 

well as equal gender disbursement is tantamount to not providing equal instructional 

opportunities for all students. 

Secondly, when students have access to literature they prefer, to include not only topics, 

but characters with similar ethnicity and gender as themselves the likelihood they attend to 

reading and are engaged increases. Engaged students are more able to transact with a text and 

have a more connected experience (Karolides, 2000). When students are engaged in their reading 

it implies that they are motivated to read, and a motivated reader has a better attitude toward 

reading (Guthrie, 2000). Hence, preference is an area that needs to be considered when selecting 

students’ reading material. Reading material that is matched to a class’ ethnic and gender make-

up organically fosters reading engagement. 

One chart created looked specifically at the area of student reading preferences. I believe 

this area is important to student engagement with literature and therefore created a chart to 

analyze the areas of student preference of reading material. The chart consists of five areas of 

student preference. I looked at five areas to see whether a book had these traits pertaining to 

student preference: female main character; male main character; ethnicity of main character, 

subject about sports, adventure and animals that appeal to boys, or books about relationships and 
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growing up that appeal to girls. The column that became the most interesting to me was the 

column regarding the main character’s ethnicity because the data demonstrated a narrow scope 

of whom a book may appeal. 

CCSS did not consider the make-up of most American K-1 classrooms today, as far too 

many of the books in the text sets are narrow in who they would likely appeal. Of the CCSS 

stories students are supposed to read independently in kindergarten and first grade, only 

Pancakes for Breakfast had a female as a main character. Seven of the eight books had a male 

main character though only Hi! Fly Guy had a human boy as the main character. The characters 

in Pancakes for Breakfast and Hi! Fly Guy are both white. Therefore, no other ethnic group is 

represented. Not one story book had a Native American, African American, Latino, or Asian 

American represented. 

The read aloud books did not fare much better than the story books though there is a 

better representation of ethnic groups as some of the books do have characters of color though 

there is still not equal representation. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Little House in the Big 

Woods, and Mr. Popper’s Penguins have white main characters. Of these three with white main 

characters, two have young females, Dorthy in The Wonderful World of Oz and Laura in Little 

House in the Big Woods. Mr. Popper’s Penguins has Mr. Popper, a middle aged man as the main 

character. Only A Story, A Story, An African Tale Retold has a black main character and he is an 

older man. Lon Po Po, A Red-Riding Hood Story From China has a Chinese girl as a main 

character and the story is set in China. Tomas and the Library Lady and Family Pictures are two 

books with Latino main characters; one has a young Latino boy and the other a young girl as the 

main characters. What is missing is that there are not any books with Asian Americans or Native 

Americans. There are also no books with Latino children set in the last fifty years as both books 
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with Latinos are set in the mid twentieth century. Lastly, there are no books with white boys as a 

main character. 
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Table 7. Characteristic Chart: Everyday Situations and Low Fantasy vs. Unknown 

Situations and High Fantasy 

Title  Everyday Situations or Low Fantasy vs. Unknown 

Situationsor High Fantasy 

The Wizard of Oz  High Fantasy 

Little House in the Big Woods Everyday Situation 

Mr Popper’s Penguins Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Finn Family Moomintroll High Fantasy 

A Story, A Story High Fantasy 

The Paper Crane Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Lon Po Po Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Family Pictures Everyday Situations 

Tomas and the Library Lady Everyday Situations 

Kitten’s First Full Moon Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Little Bear Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Are You My Mother? Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Green Eggs and Ham? Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Put Me in the Zoo Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Frog and Toad Together Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Owl at Home Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 

Pancakes for Breakfast Everyday 

Hi! Fly Guy Everyday Situation with elements of Fantasy 
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7. Description and analysis of everyday situations or low fantasy vs. unknown 

situations or high fantasy characteristic chart. Another concern related to the ‘perspective in 

the life experiences area of knowledge demands’ is the area of whether a book contains everyday 

situations or fantastical situations. Seven of the eight books in CCSS independent stories for K-1 

have fantastical situations, and six of the ten read aloud books also have elements of fantasy. All 

the books that have fantastical situations are animal characters that speak. However, my concern 

stems from the three books in the read aloud text set that are fantasy, meaning that they are not 

about everyday situations with some fantastical occurrences, but belong to the fantasy genre. Of 

the three books, two of the books are high fantasy. The two books of high fantasy are The 

Wonderful World of Oz and The Finn Family Moomintroll. The other book A Story, A Story is 

traditional fantasy. 

According to Buss (2000) high fantasy stories are set in an alternative world, from that of 

the primary world. The secondary or alternative world is constant in its organization and 

functioning, but its rules differ in some way from those of the primary world. The creation of a 

wholly separate world may be above the cognitive ability of many kindergarteners, even though 

the fictional world must still adhere to logical rules, the idea of presenting an entirely new world 

with different rules than they understand may be confusing. The complex worlds created in high 

fantasy are not always easy to grasp and children need to be read many low fantasy stories in 

which they can learn elements of fantasy prior to introducing high fantasy stories.  
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Table 8: Ethnic Representation 

Title 

 

Ethnicity of  Author Ethnicity of Illustrator Ethnicity of Main Character 

The Wizard of Oz  White White White 

Little House in the Big 

Woods 

White White White 

Mr Popper’s Penguins White White White 

Finn Family Moomintroll White White N/A 

A Story, A Story White White Black 

The Paper Crane White White White/Asian 

Lon Po Po Chinese American Chinese American Chinese American 

Family Pictures Mexican American Mexican American Mexican American 

Tomas and the Library 

Lady 

Mexican American Mexican American Mexican American 

Kitten’s First Full Moon White White N/A 

Little Bear White White N/A 

Are You My Mother? White White N/A 

Green Eggs and Ham? White White N/A 

Put Me in the Zoo White White N/A 

Frog and Toad Together White White N/A 

Owl at Home White White N/A 

Pancakes for Breakfast White White White 

Hi! Fly Guy White White White 
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8. Description and analysis of ethnic representation characteristic chart. Appendix B 

of the CCSS K/1 read aloud books contain ten books. The ethnicity of the author of the books 

breaks down to: 7/10 white authors, 2/10 Mexican American authors, and 1/10 Chinese 

American author. The ethnicity of the illustrators breaks down to: 7/10 White illustrators, 1/10 

Mexican American illustrator, 1/10 Puerto Rican American illustrator, and 1/10 Chinese 

American illustrator. The ethnicity of the main characters breaks down to: 5/10 white characters, 

2/10 N/A, 2/10 Mexican/Mexican American characters, 2/10 Black characters, and 2/10 

Chinese/Asian characters. The K-1 stories contain eight books. The ethnicity of all the authors is 

white. The ethnicity of all the illustrators is white. The ethnicity of main characters breaks down 

to: 3/8 white, and 5/8 N/A (animals).      

The problem with these findings is the overt underrepresentation of people of color to 

include authors, illustrators and main characters. The books in these two CCSS text sets are 

predominantly from the Anglo literary canon which is no longer representative of our current 

society.  Children need to be exposed to a variety of culturally diverse groups that make up our 

classrooms.  Literature, similar to other forms of media has “the power to educate and inform, and 

because it is the transmitter of our societies culture and values, it must mirror the diversity of its 

readers and the diversity of the larger, aggregate society it theoretically represents (Pirofski, 2006, 

p.20). 

Why are more authors and illustrators needed to represent people of color? Quite simply, 

because more stories about people of color are needed and an author from that cultural background 

can often tell a story about people of color better than someone from another cultural background? 

Jacqueline Woodson (2003), a well known African American author of children’s and young adult 

literature states, “As a black person, it is easy to tell who has and who has not been inside my house” 
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(p.45). Woodson does not outright disapprove of a white individual writing a story about black 

people, as much as she has a problem with a white person that has not stepped inside “her house” 

write about her experience. Woodson (2003) states that “no one but me can tell my story” (p. 43). For 

Woodson, as it is for many members of marginalized groups, it comes down to authenticity and 

having the right as a member of a marginalized group to tell their own stories.  

In contrast to Woodson’s stance are those who believe that any author has authorial freedom 

to write about what they choose. However, Rudine Sims Bishop (2003)states that all white authors 

are not able to “transcend their positions of privilege when writing books about people from 

marginalized cultures  and thus perpetuate subtle forms of racism even when the more blatant racism 

and misrepresentations of the past have been eliminated” (p. 13). Insider writers play an important 

role in representing and providing their own cultural stories. For this reason, more authors and 

illustrators of color should be present in any text set suggested or put up as exemplars to be used in 

classrooms in this country. 

Secondly, there is an under-representation of characters of color. Of the eighteen books, 

eleven have human characters and of those eleven, seven of the books have a white major character. 

There is a book with a Chinese character, one with a black man, and two with Latino characters. This 

representation does not mirror the diversity of our classrooms or the “society it theoretically 

represents” (Pirofski, 2006, p.20). Important to note is that there are not any books with a Native 

American represented. 

The under-representation of children of color has the potential for negative consequences. 

First is the very obvious circumstance that a child of color will be less likely to view their own image 

in books. This situation, according to Creany et al. (1993) “could suggest to a child that she is not 

important enough to appear in books,” (p. 5) a circumstance that is not conducive to positive self-

esteem building. Conversely, for the white child whose image routinely appears in picture books, 
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“may receive a distorted view of what the world is really like” (p. 5). White children could be led to 

perceive that they are the big fishes in society instead of being grounded in the understanding that all 

people are equal. 
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Table 9. Characteristic Chart: Language that is Outdated 

Title  Outdated Language 

The Wizard of Oz  Queer used on pgs. 16, 18, 20, 24, 34,  49, 60,  61, 69,72, 77, 82, 

99, 125 128, 143, 154  

Gay used on pg. 49 Stupidly used on pg. 69 

Little House in the Big Woods Gay used on pg. 64 

Mr Popper’s Penguins Queer used on pg. 12 

Gay used on pg. 63 

No other books had any valuable information in this category 

 

9. Description and analysis of language that is outdated characteristic chart. There 

are three books that have antiquated language. In The Wonderful World of Oz, the word “queer” 

is used over ten times. The word “queer” in The Wonderful World of Oz could have been 

replaced by “strange” or “odd” in almost all of its uses. The word does not denote sexual 

orientation or is not used in a derogatory way. However the word “queer” today is most notably 

used as a name for a homosexual male or used as an umbrella term for all Gay Lesbian Bisexual 

Transgender (GLBT) individuals (PFLAG, 2013). While the word’s connotation is becoming a 

term readily used among younger GLBTs to identify themselve, it still carries a history of 

derogatory use and in mainstream society is still used in many instance in a derogatory manner 

(PFLAG, 2013). 

The word “gay” is also used in three books. The Wonderful World of Oz, Little House in 

the Big Woods and Mr. Popper’s Penguins all use the word “queer” in the text. In all three 

stories the word is used to mean “happy,” and was appropriate for the time period that these 

stories were written, but is not appropriate today. The word “gay” today is more often used to 

mean homosexual. The word “gay” is not derogatory, but could cause problems. First, there are 



117 
 

parents that may object to any story that uses the word “gay.” The word “gay” has sexual 

implications attached to the word. Secondly, there may be children who ask what the word 

means and others who understand its current usage. This type of situation could place a teacher 

in a precarious position. Kindergarten and first graders are young and parents can be protective 

and not want the topic discussed at school and want to be the ones to speak to their children 

about topics pertaining to a sexual nature. Parents may also resent any classroom discussion on 

such a topic. Lastly, children of gay parents and gay parents themselves may have unforeseen 

objections to the use of the language. 

Descriptive Analysis Discussion 

This descriptive analysis indicates that some material from the text sets is not 

developmentally appropriate for K-1 classrooms. Strong indicators of a books developmental 

appropriateness for kindergarten and first grade are the book’s length, interest level, and lexile 

level. These indicators of each book are the best gauges for a discussion regarding a book’s 

suitability for a specific grade. In addition to drawing from the data found for this discussion I 

will on occasion add to the discussion based on my own experiences of teaching and working as 

a Reading Specialist in K-1.  

Most of the books in the text set have an appropriate length for kindergarten and first 

grade students. There is no correct book length established by any educational research, though 

general lengths are recognized by authors such as Trelease (2006) and Avery (1993). When 

considering kindergarten and first graders’ attention span, a distinction between these grades 

must be acknowledged. Every kindergarten class is different, though I have yet to have direct 

contact with a new kindergarten class that did not have squirmers, those students who needed to 

develop their individual attention span. A class as a whole also must often develop a longer 



118 
 

attention span (the length of time during which one, as an individual or a group is able to 

concentrate or remain interested). Teachers must select books partially based on the present 

attention span of students, or lengthening of a classes’ attention span while also maintaining their 

interest in the read aloud or independent reading activity. Simply having a class sit still through a 

read aloud or during independent reading sessions is not enough, the key is to gain and maintain 

student interest in material. 

A read aloud or independent reading session should look drastically different at the 

beginning of kindergarten then it does at the end of first grade. Beginning of the year 

kindergarteners usually cannot sit still and attend for the same length of time that end of the year 

first graders can. Kindergarten teachers build the length of time students can sit and attend over 

the course of the year, and first grade teachers do the same. The books teachers select to read for 

read alouds or provide students for independent reading also look different from the beginning of 

kindergarten to the end of first grade. Teachers begin in kindergarten with shorter, simpler stories 

and as students’ attention spans, vocabulary, background knowledge, and reading ability increase 

so typically does the length and complexity of the stories read or provided. 

Most of the books on the CCSS read aloud and independent story list for kindergarten 

and first grade are appropriate lengths for the grades. Though, two chapter books are too long for 

most first grade classrooms, and most definitely too long for kindergarten. The book Little House 

in the Big Woods is 238 pages and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is 161 pages. Little House in the 

Big Woods has 13 chapters and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (depending on the version) between 

18 and 24 chapters. If a teacher read a chapter a day, Little House in the Big Woods would take 

two and a half weeks and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz would take over three weeks to read. The 

time span needed to read the stories, especially The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is too long. 
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Combining to the negative aspect of the length is the interest level put out by publishers as to the 

grade level a book is most likely to appeal. Both books are recommended by the publishers for 

grades 3 – 7. Unless a particular class demonstrated an interest and ability to engage with these 

books beyond an average first grade classroom, these books based on length and interest are too 

long for engagement of kindergarten and first grade students. 

There are several other books besides Little House in the Big Woods, and The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz in the kindergarten/first grade CCSS text set that are not suggested for kindergarten 

or first grade students by publishers. Mr. Popper’s Penguins, and The Finn Family Moomintroll 

are suggested for grades 3-7, and Family Pictures is suggested for grades 3-5. Each of these 

books are problematic based on data collected from other areas of the analysis as well as interest 

level suggested by publisher.  A book’s interest level is only one indicator to considered when 

selecting a book for a class and does not outweigh a teachers own knowledge of her class. I 

would not discard a book out of hand based on a publisher’s suggested interest level. I would 

consider a publisher’s recommendation along with other information regarding a book and for 

use in a specific class to decide whether a book(s) is right. 

It is tricky to discuss the CCSS kindergarten/first grade text set in relation to its lexile 

levels as CCSS does not use lexile levels until the second/third grade lexile band. A lexile text 

level is “based on two strong predictors of how difficult a text is to comprehend: word frequency 

and sentence length” (lexile.com). The second/third grade lexile band is 420-820. The 

second/third grade lexile band means that students entering the second grade should be instructed 

from texts no lower than the 420 end of the band. Students are supposed to be taught at a level 

within this band even if they do not read at a 420. The teacher is supposed to scaffold instruction 

in order for students to be instructed within the appropriate lexile band. Even though there is no 
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CCSS kindergarten/first grade lexile band, students should be at a 420L when entering the 

second grade since instruction should be minimally be taught at this level. The lexile levels for 

the independent stories are appropriate with the highest lexile level belonging to Little Bear and 

Owl at Home each with a 380L. Each of the independent books should be able to be read by 

some students at some point during the kindergarten or first grade school year.  The books do 

show a progression of increased lexile levels beginning with Pancakes for Breakfast, a wordless 

picture book, through the two stories at 380L. 

Several of the read aloud books are problematic. According to Fountas and Pinnell (1996) 

read aloud books should not be any more than one or two grade levels above students’ present 

grade level for optimal benefits. For that reason, read alouds for kindergarten and first grades 

should be no higher than the second/third grade band respectfully. However, three of the text 

set’s read aloud books are above the second/third grade band. The books are: The Wizard of Oz 

1030L, Little House in the Big Woods 930L, and Mr. Popper’s Penguins 910L. Another three 

books are close to the end of the second/third grade lexile band. The books towards the end of 

the second/third grade lexile band are: Finn Family Moomintroll 770L, The Paper Crane 790L 

and Family Pictures 790L. 

The data gathered from book length, interest levels, and lexile levels suggests that several 

of the books in the CCSS are not developmentally appropriate for a kindergarten/first grade text 

set. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and The Little House in the Big Woods are the two books that 

fare the worst on close examination. Both of the books are too long, have an elevated interest 

level, and an elevated lexile level. Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Family Pictures, and Finn Family 

Moomintroll are all questionable choices for the reason that they each have elevated interest and 

lexile levels. Two of the books suggested on CCSS are most definitely not developmentally 
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appropriate for kindergarten or first grade and three of the other books are questionable based on 

their length, interest level and lexile level. 

The last problematic area the data revealed is that two of the books listed for the read 

alouds are high fantasy books.  According to Stoodt (2001) high fantasy is a “complex, 

philosophical form of literature” (p. 182) one that because of the “complexity and abstractness of 

high fantasy make it most popular with middle schoolers” (p. 182). High fantasy is a subgenre of 

fantasy and distinguishes itself from fantasy in that the stories take place in a world that is not 

our own, but “created worlds or imaginative realms.” (Huck, 2010, p. 316)  These imaginary 

worlds can be problematic for young readers because they have all of their own rules and ways 

of being which are foreign to readers. What this means is that the reader has to be able to 

understand, grasp and remember all the ins and outs of a completely different world. Student’s 

ability to understand high fantasy is influenced by age and as Rosengren and Hickling’s (2000) 

state, requires “a degree of cognitive sophistication.” (pp. 78-79) A more developed cognitive 

ability is necessary for understanding and following a high fantasy story. High Fantasy stories 

are problematic for kindergarteners and first graders because they are not developmentally ready 

whereas, middle schoolers are in a more developed cognitive state to process this fantasy 

subgenre. 

Conclusion 

When the descriptive implications are viewed together several of the read aloud texts are 

problematic. The independent stories are not as problematic as the read alouds despite their 

advanced age. The major issue with the read aloud text set is that several of the books are not 

beneficial to students reading development due to factors such as length, lexile level, interest 

level, and/or fantasy content. The most significant data found when looking across the text set is 
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that several of the books are of questionable length, and more than likely, because of the age of 

the books there are issues regarding language and gender roles that could be offensive and are 

outdated. There are also student interest levels and reading levels that are above appropriate 

levels for kindergarten and first grade especially with regard to the read aloud books. Lastly, 

representation for people of color is limited. On the other hand, the independent books fare well 

for kindergarten and first grade. The collection provides adequate examples of appropriate 

interest and reading levels for independent reading at the kindergarten and first grade levels.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CRITICAL POSTCOLONIAL AND FEMINIST ANALYSIS 

Michael Quinn Patton (2002), states “Qualitative analysis transforms data into findings. 

No formula exists for that transformation. Guidance, yes. But no recipe. Direction can and will 

be offered, but the final destination remains unique for each inquirer, known only when—and 

if—arrived at” (p. 432). Reading across the two text exemplar sets through both a critical 

postcolonial and feminist lens, a number of themes came to light. The themes made apparent are: 

the predominant emphasis of patriarchal values found in books that have intact nuclear families, 

stereotypical portrayals of females in traditional roles, stereotypes of the “others” as represented 

through people of color, culture clashes versus cultures in harmony versus consideration of 

multiple perspectives, opportunity given/provided or opportunity deprived/taken, and lastly, 

stories that challenge representations of the norm.  

Emphasis of Patriarchal Values in Books with Intact Nuclear Families 

One of the prevalent power dynamics in society is between genders. Traditionally, 

society has been patriarchal in nature and women have been subjected to second class status. 

Similarly in a traditional society, male attributes have been valued over those of females 

(Russell, 1997).  A basic definition of patriarchy is:  

A social organization marked by the supremacy of the father in the clan or family, 

the legal dependence of wives and children, and the reckoning of descent and inheritance 

in the male line; broadly: control by men of a disproportionately large share of power. 

(Deats & Lenker, 1994, p. xix) 

In the last half of the twentieth century, women have made strides towards equality in 

society. Mirroring of traditional society, many books show a preference toward male 
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protagonists and their traits (Gooden & Gooden, 2001; Macklin & Kolbe, 1984; Weitzman et. 

al., 1972); however, in the twenty first century it is important to provide children with literature 

that equally portrays both genders in a range of roles. Especially important is providing children 

with literature which is free of value judgments based on traits typically attributed to one gender 

or the other. Of the eighteen books considered as part of this analysis, intact nuclear families 

were represented in one third of the texts. Of the six books that portray a traditional family 

structure, four demonstrate strong patriarchal values. The four books that make evident 

patriarchal values are the texts: Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn 

Family Moomintroll, and Family Pictures. Of these four books three present more overt 

portrayals of the male dominance in the family structure and one presents a subtler depiction of 

male dominance. The two other books with traditional family structures are Tomas and the 

Library Lady and Hi! Fly Gu. Neither of these two books show evidence that the family structure 

is run under a patriarchal rule. In Tomas and the Library Lady the whole family lives, works, and 

travels together as a unit. Little insight is provided into the dynamics of the family other than the 

parents are the decision makers. The same is true for Hi! Fly Guy, little insight into the domestic 

situation is provided to draw any conclusion. 

Pa’s Position at Home 

           To premise any discussion of gender regarding Little House in the Big Woods an 

interesting point of reference is important to understand regarding women’s positions in pioneer 

life. American colonial law held that: 

            By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in the law. The very being and 

legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated 
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into that of her husband under whose wing and protection she performs everything. 

(Kuersten, 2003, p. 4) 

            Little House in the Big Woods took place during the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Events detailed in the story were strongly influenced by legislation during and prior to 

that time period. Little House in the Big Woods has dated gender roles, though they are accurate 

to the time period and do not misrepresent the portrayals. This historical fiction book is the first 

in the "Little House" series by Laura Ingalls Wilder. The Ingall’s family was a traditional family 

of the times and ran from a position of patriarchal authority. Pa’s role within the family is one of 

ultimate authority and patriarchal dominance.  

In contrast, ma’s role is subservient to pa’s role and is mostly restricted to the home and 

caring for the children. Pa is responsible for providing food and shelter for the family, cleaning 

and preparing his weapon, making family decisions, discipline, and education. Ma’s 

responsibilities include, “wash on Monday, iron on Tuesday, mend on Wednesday, churn on 

Thursday, clean on Friday, bake on Saturday, and rest on Sunday” (p. 29) with few exceptions to 

this routine. Pa’s work is outside the home, and ma’s work encompasses everything that is 

domestic. Pa’s life is much more dynamic than ma’s, and ma’s life is much more static and 

monotonous than pa’s life. Ma is not treated with disrespect, pa shows ma proper respect, but 

that may simply be because she does not question the patriarchal power within the marriage and 

family structure. 

The most exciting moments that take place in the book occur when pa tells stories of 

growing up. The characters in all of pa’s stories are male, which acts to strengthen what Romines 

(1997) calls the “patriarchal legacy” (p. 24) in the Ingall’s home. Pa’s stories are about himself, 

his brothers, father, and grandfather. In pa’s stories the men are active in the pursuit of hunting in 
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order to provide for their families. Pa’s stories always include men with guns either in pursuit of 

or fending off animals in the wilderness. Pa’s stories showcase all of the adventurous and 

dynamic activities men perform which contrasts with the repetitive domestic activities their 

mother performs every day. Laura and her sister’s attentiveness to every word of pa’s stories 

again acts to reinforce the male power legacy of dominance in the home. Pa's stories are thematic 

of the “traditional male initiation, teaching boys and men the conditions of physical and psychic 

survival in the natural world” (Romines, 1997, p. 15). There is not one of pa’s stories throughout 

the whole book that contains a female, which again reinforces the male patriarchal system; as all 

of pa’s stories showcase the “all-male world of significance” (p. 15) that women are not a part. 

There is at no time adoration bestowed on ma, rather all adoration is given to pa. 

The only challenge to the patriarchal authority in the whole of the story comes from 

Laura’s cousin Charley. Charley challenges patriarchal authority when he refuses to work in the 

fields alongside them. The close knit Ingall’s family works together in harvesting their fields and 

it is expected that all males will help in that pursuit. Shortly after Charley refuses to work with 

the other men, he steps into a bee hive and is severely bitten. Ma and Aunt Polly treat Charley by 

placing mud on him and swaddling him so that only his nose and mouth are visible.  

Laura and Mary are horrified as “they were often naughty, themselves, but they had never 

imagined that anyone could be as naughty as Charley” (p. 210). Charley is the only individual to 

challenge the patriarchal status quo and symbolically is almost immediately punished in the eyes 

of the remaining children. Charley upsets the family dynamics established in the same way he 

upsets the bee hive. Charley committed the ultimate sin in resisting patriarchal expectations, an 

act that Laura and Mary would never even dare to think and ended up paying dearly. 
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Ann Romines, an expert on the Little House series contends that the first two books in the 

Little House series are the most patriarchal and that Ingalls Wilder strived in later books to 

preempt the patriarchal voice and provide more female voice in her books. At the heart of Little 

House in the Big Woods are pa’s stories. At the time of publication, Ingalls Wilder was asked by 

her editors to beef up and put more meat on the bones of those stories making them a larger part 

of the story. Though initially asked to beef up pa’s stories, Ingalls Wilder strategically 

transitioned later stories into ones with a more “female sensibility at its center” (Romines, 1997, 

p.53). Deborah Fink (1992) author of Agrarian Women: Wives and Mothers in Rural Nebraska, 

1880-1940 contends that Wilder’s strong patriarchal allegiances were typical of females living in 

the Great Plains during that time period.  

Mr. Popper’s Dreams as Priority 

             Similar to Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins presents a household 

based on a patriarchal system as Mr. Popper is the head of the house. It is important to note that 

patriarchal differences between Mr. Popper’s Penguins and Little House in the Big Woods exist. 

Mrs. Popper has strong opinions and readily voices them, which contrasts with ma from the 

Little House series. Mr. and Mrs. Popper have more of an equal voice in decision making within 

the home than the Ingalls do. However, Mr. Popper is still more dominant as a decision maker 

than is Mrs. Popper. 

             Much of the patriarchal legacy is demonstrated in Mr. Popper’s Penguins. The 

patriarchal legacy is shown through the division of labor within the home as well as the readiness 

of family members to acquiesce to the male head of the house. All too often family members 

make the males wishes and desires a priority. Mrs. Popper, similar to Mrs. Ingalls has the 

domestic division of labor in the family and Mr. Popper, similar to Mr. Ingalls works outside of 
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the home. Mr. Popper’s Penguins was written in 1938 during a time period in which men 

exercised political and economic power, and where the subordination of women was accepted as 

the norm. The patriarchal position in Mr. Popper’s Penguins held true in the domestic household 

as well, and is demonstrated numerous times through several of Mr. Popper’s decisions. 

            Mr. Popper writes Admiral Drake his favorite explorer, but receives a surprise when 

Admiral Drake sends a penguin named Captain Cook as a reply. Mr. Popper keeps the penguin 

but also seeks out another penguin for Captain Cook’s company. At one point Mr. Popper opens 

all of the windows in the house during winter and the house is filled with snow so that the 

penguins can feel more at home despite that it is his family’s home. Mr. Popper’s dreams seem 

to supersede everything else. Even after Mr. Popper trains the penguins to perform, his family 

must disrupt their lives to go on the road and travel with him. Lastly, at the end of the story, 

Admiral Drake invites Mr. Popper to go with him on their expedition which Mr. Popper accepts, 

“I’m going, too! I’m going too! Admiral Drake says he needs me. Mamma do you mind if I don’t 

come home for a year or two?” Mr. Popper states that he is going with Admiral Drake before he 

asks Mrs. Popper if it is alright. Mr. Popper does not seem to mind not being with his family or 

baring his share of the responsibility of raising his children so that he can live his dream. 

            Mr. Popper acts in a way that benefits himself without considering the rest of the family. 

He not only allows a penguin to stay in his house, but actively seeks out another. Almost 

everything that Mr. Popper does throughout the story is for his own adventurous benefit and 

matches pa’s theme of adventure in all of his stories. Mr. Popper’s dream is readily accepted by 

his family as men are supposed to perform adventurous and dynamic activities. Again the 

contrast is made between men’s dynamic dreams and female’s repetitive domestic activities 

performed every day. 
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Patriarchy Passed Down 

            Finn Family Moomintroll follows in the same vein as Little House in the Big Woods and 

Mr. Popper’s Penguins as the house is run from a patriarchal position though there are two 

differences. First, in Little House in the Big Woods and Mr. Popper’s Penguins the patriarchy is 

almost exclusively demonstrated through the male head of the house. However in Finn Family 

Moomintroll, Moomintroll and Snork also show chauvinistic tendencies in addition to Pappa 

Moomintroll. Secondly, the male dominance of the Finn family is presented in a more covert 

manner than that of the Ingall’s and Popper families. Moominpappa and Moominmamma’s roles 

in the house are clearly divided along gender lines. Moominpappa, similar to Charles Ingall and 

Mr. Popper, makes the important decisions regarding the family; however, Moominpappa and pa 

also have the additional duties of protecting the family, saving the females, and providing food. 

In one episode of Finn Family Moomintroll, Moominmamma suggests that the family do 

something different and Moominpappa agrees and commands the children to immediately stop 

eating. Moominmamma wants the children to collect what they need and to bring it quickly 

because, “Father wants to start at once” (p. 48). The complete rule pappa commands over the 

house is absolute to the point that Sniff asks, “can we eat what we already have in our mouths” 

(p. 48) in response to pappa’s demand. Moominmamma proceeds to gather everything the family 

may need. Moominmamma runs “to and fro racking her brains for anything she (could 

have)…forgotten,” (p. 49) while Moominpappa leisurely packs his fishingpole and pipe. 

Momminmamma is responsible for packing for herself, Moomintroll, food, cooking supplies, 

sleeping supplies and anything else those going on the adventure may need. 

In another incident the Moomin family is on a beach across the water from their home 

when the weather begins to turn bad. The family must make a decision whether to try and travel 
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back to their home or stay put for the night. However, there is literally no discussion as 

Moominpappa declares, “We stay” followed by the command to, “Hurry up now and build a 

house” (p. 63). Nobody questions Moominpappa’s decision to stay (because it was probably the 

right decision); however, Moominpappa delivers it with two words and no explanation which 

underscores his authority. Additionally, he commands everybody to immediately build cover 

which everybody commences without hesitation. Moominpappa ultimately demonstrates that the 

family is established in a patriarchal fashion and that he alone is the dominant individual in the 

family. Moominpappa makes a decision, declares the decision and allows Moominmamma and 

the children to bring his decision to fruition while he sits back. 

There is a marked difference in the male dominance of the Ingall’s and Popper household 

with that of the Moomintrolls. In Finn Family Moomintroll when Moominpappa is in the house 

he does not do any sort of work.  Moominpappa is not outside all day like pa putting in long 

hours working or like Mr. Popper at work painting or wallpapering.  Moominpappa does not 

have a job nor does any work around the house. Moominpappa is the dominant authority in 

making decisions for the family, but then expects others to give his decisions life. In Little House 

in the Big Woods pa worked even when he came home at night unless he was telling the girls a 

story, and not much information is provided about Mr. Popper’s off time before the penguins 

arrive though he does offer to repaint or wallpaper for Mrs. Popper. Moominpappa unlike pa and 

Mr. Popper only does activities that benefit him. 

Lastly, there are incidents when the females are spoken to in a disrespectful or dismissive 

manner. What is more upsetting is that these incidents do not seem to impact any of the 

characters in any way, almost as if they do not occur. When one of these incidents occurs the 

action continues without any comment by one of the characters to denote that this behavior is 
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unacceptable. For the reason that the action does continue after a disrespectful or dismissive 

statement to a female, the book reinforces the patriarchal legacy. Additionally, there are no 

incidents when a female speaks in a disrespectful manner to the males, but rather, they speak to 

the males with the greatest of respect and admiration. 

At the beginning of chapter five the weather has been warm for several days and 

Moomintroll and his friends have become bad-tempered. Moomintroll yells a command to his 

mother, “Mother…find us something to do! We just quarrel, and it’s so hot” (p. 86)! The tone is 

illustrated with an exclamation point. Moomintroll has commanded his mother. Moomintroll 

does not usually use a commanding tone with his mother, but finds his discomfort too much to 

bear and feels this justifies his command. Moominmamma responds to Moomintroll with, “Yes, 

dear.” The obvious acceptance of this tone from Moomintroll, while out of the norm, is not met 

with immediate reprimand, but is tolerated and even condoned through compliance. There are no 

examples throughout the book were Moomintroll speaks to his father in a disrespectful tone or 

commands him to act. This example illustrates that the patriarchal legacy exists and is to a 

certain extent passed on via maleness to Moomintroll. 

Another example in chapter five occurs when Snork is talking with his sister, Snork 

Maiden. The group is going to go fishing so that they will have food to eat though Snork Maiden 

does not like fishing. Snork tells Snork Maiden to “sit in the bow where you’ll be least in the 

way” (p.93). While the statement does not sound that disrespectful, it does radiate the general 

dismissive attitude towards the females that courses throughout the book. Once again when the 

group is on the boat fishing, Snork Maiden is dismissed by her brother, Snork when Snork 

Maiden is beginning to show signs of impatience. After two hours in the boat, Snork Maiden 

inquiries if they can check their lines. Snork responds, “Girls never understand these things” (p. 
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95). The statement is unwarranted and does not even fit as Snork Maiden did not say anything 

incorrect. 

Snork Maiden is Snork’s older sister though there does not appear to be any of the 

reverence younger siblings reserve for older siblings. The relationship between the siblings 

appear to be based more on a power dynamic of patriarchy than on age. Snork speaks to Snork 

Maiden in a condescending manner as if she is not valued and more so a hindrance. Again, the 

acceptance of this dismissive is tone is evidence of a patriarchal inheritance based on gender. 

Each of these three books has intact nuclear families and each demonstrates a strong 

patriarchal dominance of the male and a subordinate position for females. Two of the books are 

fictional and Laura Ingall’s book is historical fiction. Part of the patriarchal prominence in the 

stories comes from the time period in which the story took place (Little House in the Big Woods) 

or was written. The position of women in society in the second half of the eighteenth century 

through the 1930’s was one in which females were fighting against women’s suffrage. The 

fourth book also shows a patriarchal dominance in the family structure in a more subtle way. The 

book is only one of two books representing Mexican Americans in the collection. The book is 

problematic because it is one half of the representation Mexican Americans which shows them in 

a patriarchal manner. 

Subtle Patriarchal Cues 

The last book that demonstrates patriarchal values is Carmen Lomas Garza’s Family 

Pictures. The issue with critiquing this book is that the book is based on the experiences of 

Lomas Garza’s personal life and upbringing. The events are real and to criticize the book as 

passing on patriarchal values is to critique the author’s family as having a patriarchal dominance 

which also is making the statement that the women in her life were treated in a subordinate 
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manner. Family Pictures demonstration of patriarchal values is subtle though enough evidence 

exists in the story to conclude the existence of the practice. 

The reason this book is different than the other three books, besides that it is one of two 

Mexican American  heritage picture books in the text set, is that the jobs/chores around the house 

are not always divided a long gender lines as females and males frequently engage in food 

gathering together. Several ways in which patriarchy is demonstrated in the story are through 

male dress, and in the preparation of food which is designated as a female job/chore similar to 

Little House in the Big Woods and Finn Family Moomintroll. 

In Family Pictures there is a clear division in the manner of each gender’s dress. Female 

dress in Family Pictures is clearly feminine and distinctly other than male. The male’s dress is 

distinctly male throughout the book, but the males’ dress is especially masculine at the Fair in 

Reynosa. At the fair several of the males wear traditional cowboy wear to include cowboy hats 

and boots. The image and dress of cowboys is distinctly male as it is associated with all that 

symbolizes the adventures of the Wild West. The cowboy dress and association with the Wild 

West reinforces the notion of male’s dynamic life in opposition to female’s static, domestic 

existence. 

The entire story is filled with family gatherings, and in many of the pictures there is no 

demonstration of one gender’s dominance over the other. In other pictures males do show a place 

of privilege. The men in Family Pictures help gather food outside of the home, but the women 

are the ones who prepare the food. The one exception is when the entire family is in the kitchen 

helping to make tamales. Lomas Garza states that in other families it is the women that make 

tamales and her family is the exception from the norm in which females are the individuals who 

prepare the tamales. 
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In the next scene the father cuts the watermelon. Food preparation is an activity women 

usually handle, but because cutting the watermelon is done outside it is alright for a male to do. 

Handing out watermelon contrasts with females in the domestic preparation of food in which 

they serve the food, “my father cut the watermelon and gave each one of us a slice. It was fun to 

sit out there” (p. 24). This is also illustrated in the birthday scene where a male controls the 

piñata filled with candy, “Here my father is pulling the rope that makes the piñata go up and 

down” (p.10). The activity is outdoors and the fare in question is thought of as a treat or dessert 

similar to the watermelon after dinner. The women are responsible for the preparation of the food 

that provides the sustenance and nourishment, but the males control the fare that is relished and 

praised. 

One third of the books in the text set have portrayals of intact nuclear families. Of those 

six books, four books demonstrate patriarchal values that place a male in the position of 

dominance and the female in a subordinate position. The relationships between the females and 

males in these stories do not illustrate relationships of equality as the male is given a better place 

of privilege. All four of these books are older books even though Family Pictures was published 

in 1991, the story is of memories from the author’s childhood dating back to the 1950’s or 60’s. 

Mr. Popper’s Penguins was written in 1938, Finn Family Moomintroll 1948, and Little House in 

the Big Woods 1932. Little House in the Big Woods is similar to Family Pictures as it is a book 

of Laura Ingall’s memories that took place between 1880 and 1881. All of these stories illustrate 

dated relationships and gender roles of men and women that puts forth the stance that patriarchy 

is a satisfactory way of being. The issue is not so much the individual portrayals but the 

dominance of these portrayals and the absence of other more diverse relationships between males 

and females. 
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Stereotyping of Females 

Another theme across several books and in many ways is the companion theme to 

patriarchy is the stereotyping of females. The books that demonstrate the stereotyping of females 

are problematic in that they show very little variation in the role of the female. Females are 

presented exclusively as housewives in several of books, and clothed exclusively in dresses. The 

books that present some form of stereotype are: Mr. Popper Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll,  

Little House in the Big Woods, Family Pictures, Little Bear, Pancakes for Breakfast, and Tomas 

and the Library Lady. Stereotypes of females are shown in three ways: through their domestic 

role, their dress, or displays of emotion often viewed as a weakness. 

In each of the stories mentioned the derogatory stereotypes of women are present. 

Domesticity alone does not have to be an indicator of subordination though it can be. Domestic 

subordination can happen in one of two ways. Subordination can occur when an individual is 

treated as less than because they perform domestic duties whether paid or familial. One type of 

subordination occurs when an individual in the home treats the individual performing the 

domestic in a subordinate manner. This subordination also implies that domestics do not rank 

high on the human hierarchy chain and therefore unequal status is justified. Another way 

domesticity is looked upon as a subordinate position in society occurs when the domesticity is an 

all-consuming concern of the individual maintaining the home. This occurs when an individual’s 

identity is closely tied to the home’s cleanliness. This kind of narrowed expectation is 

predominantly placed on females. Women are often “praised by others for fulfilling their family 

role, and criticized when they do not” (Unger, 2001, p. 362). The mentality that a clean home is 

the sign of a good female is a patriarchal notion that places women in a subordinate position. The 
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implication also being, that women are capable of maintaining a home, but not capable of doing 

more than what is required in the home. 

Domesticity has traditionally been culturally relegated to female members of a 

household, which marks it as feminine. Domesticity most often refers to expectations for the 

upkeep and care giving duties of a family’s home. Household duties have typically consisted of 

jobs such as “preparing food and washing dishes, doing laundry, sewing, cleaning toilets, and 

eliminating clutter and dirt from surfaces. Because women have traditionally performed 

domesticity, and their performance has been paradoxically both undervalued and venerated, it is 

crucial to examine” (Westmoreland, 2006, p. 2).  The books in the CCSS K-1 text set present 

stereotypes of women performing domestically and for that reason needed to be looked at 

closely. 

Preoccupied with Tidiness and Gossiping 

There are three depictions of females in Mr. Popper’s Penguins. One depiction is that of 

the collective housewives in town who use Mr. Popper’s painting and wallpapering services. The 

second depiction is that of Mrs. Callahan, a neighbor Mr. Popper encounters on the street while 

walking to town, and then there is Mrs. Popper, Mr. Popper’s wife. The mythification of the 

housewife in Mr. Popper’s Penguins perpetuates the stereotype of the housewife as gossipy and 

work shy. One view portrays the housewife as an easy job not requiring hard work, where 

women are preoccupied with the inconsequentiality of a tidy home. The other view portrays 

housewives as not being open to the unfamiliar, similar to the static analogy made earlier in 

opposition to the dynamic adventurous characteristic of males. 

At the beginning of the story Mr. Popper passes some local housewives gathered together 

and one of them states, “Oh dear, there goes Mr. Popper. I must remember to ask John to have 
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the house painted over in the spring” (p. 4). First, the image of a group of housewives outside 

talking perpetuates the image that housewives are gossips. Gossiping is considered 

inconsequential and petty, and therefore, they must not have anything better to do or are not be 

capable of anything more consequential. The housewife who made the statement, states that she 

must remind her husband to have the house painted reinforcing the notion that wives are in a 

submissive position while husbands are in a dominant position. The fact that the housewife, 

herself cannot simply ask Mr. Popper to paint the house, but must have her husband do so 

illustrates her submissive position. 

The situation also begs the question of why she cannot ask Mr. Popper. The point that the 

housewife accepts her submissive position is important to note as it illustrates her undervalued 

position. Not questioning her position also perpetuates the view that she may lack the capability, 

or intelligence to handle such a routine matter. The mythification put forth by this statement is 

that being a housewife is easy, definitely not hard. All matters of significance are handled by the 

husband, and the position does not take much intelligence and is inconsequential. 

The only other example of a housewife in the book, besides that of Mrs. Popper takes 

place after Mr. Popper receives the penguin, Captain Cook. He and Captain Cook are walking 

into town and run into Mrs. Callahan. Mrs. Callahan is walking home from grocery shopping and 

has two bags of groceries in her arms. She is clothed in a dress, stockings, and hat. Taking into 

consideration both the way she is dressed and her reaction and comments to Mr. Popper she 

perpetuates a different kind of stereotype than the gossipy “housewives” talking. Mrs. Callahan’s 

first comment when she sees the penguin is “Heavens have mercy on us” (p. 51)! She is aghast at 

seeing such a strange bird, but then goes on to ask “It isn’t an owl and it isn’t a goose” (p. 51). 

This statement leads the reader to believe she has no idea what a penguin looks like. Mr. Popper 
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tells her that it is an Antarctic penguin to which Mrs. Callahan replies “Get away from me…an 

anteater is it” (p. 52). Mr. Popper corrects her again to which she states “Take your South Pole 

goose away from me at once” (p. 52). The portrayal of a grown woman who does not know what 

a penguin looks like is questionable, but then to compound the portrayal of senselessness with 

the idea that she cannot comprehend what the penguin’s name is despite being told it three times 

puts forth a portrayal of an unintelligent individual. The other interpretation of her behavior is 

that she does not care to know because it is not familiar to her and therefore she has no time, 

patience, or desire to know about the penguin. She has her own static life that she is familiar and 

has no time for anything new and unfamiliar. 

Lastly, there is Mrs. Popper. Mrs. Popper’s biggest concern is the tidiness of her home. 

She does not mention concerns about her children, her husband or marriage, or any social issues; 

her only concern is the tidiness of her home. This image puts forth and reinforces the 

mythification that housewives are solely concerned with a tidy home and that their identity is 

wrapped up in that idea of tidiness. Mr. Popper’s constant concern that her house is tidy in her 

mind directly reflects upon her worth as a female. 

The mythification reinforces the notion that housewives singularly concerned with the 

tidiness of their homes do not have the capabilities or are lacking in the traits necessary to make 

it in a working man’s world. In Mr. Popper’s Penguins some form of the word tidy or clean 

shows up numerous times all reinforcing the mythification that housewives are concerned with 

the inconsequential. Early in the story, Mr. Popper and Mrs. Popper are discussing pets and Mrs. 

Popper states, “But I won’t have any pets around. They make too much dirt in the house, and I 

have enough work now, trying to keep this place tidy” (p. 13). Soon after that statement, Mrs. 

Popper is leaving for the very first meeting of the Ladies’ Aid and Missionary Society and tells 
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Mr. Popper “I don’t want any mess around to clean up when I get home” (p. 16). These first two 

statements towards the beginning of the story set the stage for the development of Mrs. Popper’s 

character that is limited in her role as many of her comments pertain to tidiness or cleanliness of 

the home. 

Though Mrs. Popper has stated that she does not want any pets because of their dirty 

ways she has a change of heart once she realizes how clean these penguins are and that they may 

actually be a good example of cleanliness for her husband and children. Mrs. Popper first states 

after seeing the penguin, “Anyway, he’s a nice clean-looking bird” (p. 25). Then after spending a 

little time with the birds she states to Mr. Popper “Still, he behaves pretty well, on the whole, and 

he is so nice and clean that perhaps he will be a good example to you and the children” (p. 30). 

Her sole concern being the cleanliness of her home and providing examples of cleanliness to her 

family as she identifies herself with the cleanliness of her home. 

The two most telling examples demonstrate Mrs. Popper associating her identity with the 

cleanliness of the house. On one of the first days after receiving the penguin, Captain Cook; and 

after Mrs. Popper finished cleaning the breakfast dishes, but had “not yet got around to 

straightening the house” the narrator makes a point of stating for “She was an excellent 

housekeeper” (p. 45). Again, later in the story as the Popper’s are getting ready to go on the road 

with the penguins Mrs. Popper first must “scrub and polish and straighten the whole place, for 

she was much too good a housekeeper” (p. 101) to leave her home untidy. Both of these 

statements are telling as to how Mrs. Popper identifies herself as well as the way the author 

identifies Mrs. Popper. Mrs. Popper’s value is wrapped up in the cleanliness of her home making 

sure everything is scrubbed and polished before she leaves her home unattended. At the same 
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time there is no evidence that Mrs. Popper has any substantial interests or concerns outside of 

keeping her home tidy which reinforces the static and unadventurous position of females. 

Mrs. Popper actually makes a statement twice over the course of the book that she values 

a clean house even more so than her relationship with Mr. Popper. At one point after 

refrigeration has been put in the basement for the penguins and Mr. Popper spends most of his 

time down in the basement with the penguins instead of upstairs with the family, Mrs. Popper 

states “And I must say that it’s been easier than usual to keep the place tidy, with you down in 

the basement all the time” (p. 81). Once more at the end of the story when the character Admiral 

Drake asks Mr. Popper if he is going to be coming on the exploration, Mr. Popper asks Mrs. 

Popper if he can go. Mrs. Popper states “I will miss you… but…it will be much easier to keep 

the house tidy without a man” (pp. 138-139). While Mrs. Popper loves her husband and will miss 

him she appears to appreciate a clean home more. 

Housework and housewives are not portrayed positively in Mr. Popper’s Penguins. The 

illustration of a housewife put forth is that of a stereotypical female that is not as intelligent as 

her husband or other males and is all too content to be at home cleaning nonstop and idly 

gossiping. Simone de Beauvoir (1953) stated “Few tasks are more like the torture of Sisyphus 

than housework, with its endless repetition: the clean becomes soiled, the soiled is made clean, 

over and over, day after day” (p. 470). The task of domesticity has been compared to the task 

that Sisyphus had to endure as a punishment because there was never an end to the repetition of 

the task. For de Beauvoir housework and by association being a housewife is a “negative and 

stultifying pursuit that provides no escape from immanence and little affirmation of 

individuality” (p. 470). Housework does not take intelligence because it is labor and so the 

repeated link between Mrs. Popper, Mrs. Callahan, or the other housewives to housework fosters 
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the mythification that housewives who by definition are female are not as intelligent. Whereas 

males who go out of the house to conduct important work and by contrast the work that 

housewives perform indoors is not important. 

The collective image put forth of a housewife in this book is problematic. There are three 

images put forward of housewives that work collectively to portray females in a negative light. 

There are three portrayals and all three are undesirable. If there had been one or two negative 

portrayals and one or two agreeable portrayals than the book would have shown a variance in 

female characters. However, because all of the portrayals of housewives are negative the story is 

problematic. 

The domestic gentler/weaker mythification of females and the omission of any women 

outside of the domestic realm work in Finn Family Moomintroll to further the derogatory 

stereotypes of women. Also quite similar to the findings from the analysis of Mr. Popper’s 

Penguins is the subordinated image generated regarding females. By positioning females as the 

gentler/weaker sex and linking them to the domestic sphere the story puts forth the stance that 

females do not rank high on the human hierarchy chain.  

All Consuming Domesticity and Females as the Gentler/Weaker Sex 

Moominmamma is not only concerned about the tidiness of her home, but the nonstop 

attending to the domestic is all-consuming in her life.  Moominmamma is fanatical about 

preparing food and cleaning the house on a daily basis. She does not appear to have any outside 

interests other than cooking, cleaning, and caring for her family. The other image presented in 

the book is that of Snorkel Maiden. Snorkel Maiden’s character has persistent traits that put forth 

the image of females as the gentler/weaker sex. Snork Maiden cries frequently, acts to reinforce 
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the image of males as female protectors, and is in love with Moomintroll and continuously gives 

him praise throughout the story. 

There are numerous glimpses of Moominpappa relaxing and doing what he wishes while 

Moominmamma is constantly cleaning and preparing food within the home. Throughout the 

story comments are made either by Moominmamma or about Moominmamma regarding her 

cooking and cleaning. At the very beginning of the story Moominmamma is immediately seen 

cleaning, “I have already made up all the beds.” (p. 3). When the family decides to take an 

adventure Moominmamma is the person who “packed it all” (p. 49) so that they could go on the 

trip. There are also many instances in which Moominmamma addresses the tidiness of the house. 

At one point in the story Moominmamma becomes cross because the verandah has words all 

over it and made the “whole house (look) untidy” (p. 38). The verandah is outside though she 

exaggerates that it makes the whole interior of the house look messy. Later in the story 

Moominmamma was “very pleased” because there was “order” in the house, but still she decided 

“to do a bit of tidying up” (p. 94). In the entirety of the story Moominmamma is constantly on 

the go cooking and cleaning while the others play or attend to their own hobbies. 

When Moominmamma is not cleaning and tidying up she is preparing food for the 

family. Moominmamma is obsessively preparing food. From the beginning of the story 

Moominmamma “was cooking breakfast” (p. 11) and no sooner is breakfast finished that 

Moominmamma is “making rissoles” (p. 17). Moominmamma does not do anything outside of 

the domestic practices of the home. Even when the family goes on an adventure and they stay the 

night on an island Moominmamma is the one who does all of the domestic work. Once on the 

island “Moominmamma dragged up some stones to make a fireplace to warm up the pancakes” 

(p. 56). The image painted of Moominmamma is that of a subordinate constantly caring for the 
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needs of the dominant males of the family. Because there is never any reference to her outside of 

cooking and cleaning the image put forth is that of subordinate always waiting on others. The 

image put forth in Mr. Popper’s Penguins is that of the females portrayed as less intelligent than 

males. Females in Finn Family Moomintroll simply appear to be lower on the human hierarchy 

scale and not valued the same as males. In Finn Family Moomintroll there is no suggestion that 

males are smarter than females. However the males are more valued as demonstrated by the fact 

that they make more of the important decisions, and are waited on and served by 

Moominmamma. The mythification is clear that males are the valued dominant gender in society 

and females are the subordinate gender. 

Snork Maiden’s portrayal is as problematic as Moominmamma’s though Snork Maiden’s 

is not of the domestic nature. Snork Maiden reinforces the myth that females are the 

gentler/weaker sex which works to justify females’ subordinated position in society. Snork 

Maiden cries several times throughout the story which acts to support the image of females as the 

gentler/weaker sex. The first time Snork Maiden cries is because Moomintroll is physically 

unrecognizable due to some magic occurring and thinks it is funny to play a trick by bad 

mouthing himself. The others do not know it is Moomintroll and react protectively toward 

Moomintroll. 

When Moomintroll (nonrecognizable) says “I think he is an absolute pest” (p. 28) 

referring to himself though Snork Maiden does not know she breaks down and cries. Another 

time Snork Maiden cries because she loses all of her hair which is understandable though she is 

mostly upset because she believes Moomintroll will not find her pretty. Lastly, Snork Maiden 

cries again towards the end of the book. Snork Maiden magically changes the look of her eyes 

into ones that she believes Moomintroll will find more attractive. However when Snork Maiden 
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rethinks Moomintroll’s reaction and believes Moomintroll will not like them she cries. Snork 

Maiden asks, “Don’t you think my new eyes are beautiful? …and started to cry” (p. 149). Snork 

Maiden is so concerned with Moomintroll’s reaction that she cries from the pure prospect that he 

may not like her eyes. 

Crying is often associated with being weak and Snork Maiden is the only one throughout 

the story who cries. The reason that she cries each time is in some way linked to her feelings for 

Moomintroll. When Snork Maiden thinks someone has said something negative about 

Moomintroll she cries. She also cries twice when her appearance changes and she fears that 

Moomintroll will not find her attractive. Much of Snork Maiden’s identity and self-worth are 

wrapped up in her appearance and relationship with Moomintroll.  When she perceives that her 

relationship may be threatened she cries. Crying as a means of releasing her emotions is 

associated with weakness, and because Snork Maiden cries multiple times, she sets forth the 

image of females as weak. 

Snork Maiden frequently acts to reinforce the idea of females as the weaker sex when she 

looks to Moomintroll to protect her. Snork Maiden is scared and also encourages Moomintroll to 

protect her. Similarly to the act of crying, unable to take care of herself reinforces the image of 

females as the gentler/weaker gender. In one incident in Finn Family Moomintroll there is a 

magical hat that changes anything that it is a top or anything that crawls in it. An ant-lion crawls 

into the hat and all the characters hide under the table because they do not know what to expect. 

Snork Maiden is the only character that is female and the only character that turns pale. The book 

notes that “Snorks often turn pale when emotionally upset” (p. 35). Because Snork Maiden is the 

only female in this scene she is representative of the female gender and since she is the only one 

who turns pale, and is emotionally upset the image reinforces stereotypes of females being weak. 
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When the group waits for the ant-lion to emerge from the hat, “The Snork Maiden hid her face in 

Moomintroll’s lap” (p. 36). Not only does Snork Maiden have to hid, but she also hides her face 

in Moomintroll’s lap relying on him for support and protection. 

In another incident later in the story Moomintroll, Snork Maiden, Sniff, and Snufkin play 

Tarzan. Moomintroll is Tarzan, Snork Maiden is Jane, Sniff is Tarzan’s son, and Snufkin is a 

chimpanzee cheetah. They play that the chimpanzee is the enemy of the others and steals Jane 

away from Tarzan by dragging her away by her tail so that Tarzan will have to “dash off to the 

rescue” (p. 106). This scene is problematic for several reasons. The scene advocates that males 

need to rescue females. The males are pretending to fight over the female as if she is property to 

be owned. The act of dragging Snork Maiden is degrading and suggests violence, and lastly, 

Snork Maiden willing partakes in the entire charade. This scene puts forth the worst portrayal of 

females not only because of the degrading nature, but because Snork Maiden condones this 

behavior by being part of it. This scene more so than any other scene in the book or any of the 

other book in the text sets places females not only in a subordinate position, but also acts to 

degrade females. This scene places females very low on the human hierarchy scale. 

Lastly, Snork Maiden is in love with Moomintroll. Snork Maiden acts as if Moomintroll 

is the most important creature in the world hanging on his every word, proclaiming his wonder, 

and defining who she is in relation to him. As previously stated, Snork Maiden cries when she 

thinks that she may not be attractive to Moomintroll. She goes so far as to alter her appearance 

because she believes the change will be more appealing to Moomintroll. Snork Maiden also acts 

to regale Moomintroll with compliments. In one incident Moomintroll has captured the ant-lion 

which is not a big creature and Snork Maiden responds “Fancy you, darling” (p. 34). When 

Moomintroll is unrecognizable and plays a trick on the others stating that Moomintroll is 
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impossible, Snork Maiden states that he is “the best Moomin in the world” (p. 28). Snork Maiden 

continues throughout the story to praise Moomintroll which works to make her subordinate to 

him as if he truly is “the best…in the world” and by that definition, better than her. 

Moominmamma and Snork Maiden are the two females in the story Finn Family 

Moomintroll and therefore provide the female portrayals put forth by the book. Both portrayals 

put forth are mythifications of female stereotypes. Females are presented in this story as 

subordinates while the males are presented as dominant.  Moominmamma is tied directly to the 

home and the domestic sphere by performing all of the household chores and performing all of 

the cooking. 

Moominmamma’s domestic duties are all consuming while Moominpappa spends much 

of his time resting, reading the newspaper, and writing his memoirs while Moominmamma 

works. The other image presented is Snorkel Maiden. Snork Maiden’s character puts forth the 

image of a weak/gentle female who cries frequently, easily scares, looks to the male for 

protection, and constantly praises him. Collectively the image set forth of females is derogatory. 

The image put forth also places females in a subordinate position to the males who are placed in 

a dominant position.  

Female Role as Static 

The Ingall’s family was a traditional family of the times and ran from a position of 

patriarchal authority. Pa’s role within the family is one of ultimate authority and patriarchal 

dominance. In contrast, ma’s role is subordinate to pa’s role and is mostly restricted to the home 

and caring for the children. Pa is responsible for providing food and shelter for the family, 

cleaning and preparing his weapon, making family decisions, discipline, and education. Ma’s 

responsibilities include whatever is to be done domestically with little exception to this routine 



147 
 

except for special occasions. Pa’s work is outside the home, and ma’s work encompasses 

everything that is domestic. Pa’s life is much more dynamic than ma’s, and ma’s life is much 

more static and monotonous than pa’s. Ma is not treated with disrespect, pa shows ma proper 

respect, but that may simply be because she does not question the patriarchal power within the 

marriage and family structure. 

Laura poses somewhat of challenge to the typical gender roles of white Eurocentric good 

girls that Ma tries to instill in her daughters. Laura does not have the best manners as she often 

talks with her mouth full, and is fascinated with both pa’s work and Indians. She is always 

compared to Mary who is considered a good girl because she acts within the proper gender role 

norms established by society. Though the female’s role in Little House in the Big Woods is a 

static role, at least there is representation of females. A critique of both Western history and 

Western literature is the lack, and at times omission of females (Jameson, 2002). Wilder is 

credited with providing at least “a notion of what pioneer life was like” (p. 70) and that life 

included females. Wilder is credited along with other authors for adding the “feminine role” to 

the pioneer.     

Performing the Domestic 

In each of the three books the female position in the family is that of performing the 

domestic. Domestic duties are viewed as static while jobs outside of the home are viewed as 

more dynamic, therefore the domestic jobs performed by females are not valued as much as male 

jobs performed outside of the home. Another characteristic of the domestic female carried out in 

each of the books is the dress of the females. The females in each of the books wear dresses 

without exception or variation.  

Dresses as Symbolic of Domesticity 
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Dresses in each of the books are linked to the female as the performer of the domestic 

and as other than male. The practice of females wearing dresses exclusively is carried over in 

other books. Several of the books do not necessarily portray the female as exclusively being 

domestic. The other books are: Family Pictures, Little Bear, Pancakes for Breakfast, and Tomas 

and the Library Lady. 

       Family Pictures has fourteen drawing, and in each one, all of the women are wearing 

dresses. There are several young girls in a number of the pictures that wear shorts or pants, but 

no women wear pants. The dresses in Family Pictures symbolize the domestic nature of the 

woman and acts to reinforce the stereotype of the female as the domestic. The representation of 

females as the domestic in opposition to the males as not domestic is further represented in 

several of the drawings. Aprons accompany the dress of the females even when they are outside 

not preparing food and not in need of an apron for any apparent reason. The clothing of the 

women presents them as the domestic of the home. The role of females performing the 

household work is viewed as static and not valued to the same extent that males working outside 

of the home is viewed as more dynamic and therefore valued more than woman.  

          Little Bear and Pancakes for Breakfast are similar in context to Family Pictures in 

that Little Bear’s mother and the woman in Pancakes for Breakfast are represented only within 

the domestic sphere of the home. Little Bear’s mother is depicted in multiple pictures and in each 

one she is wearing a dress. In several of the pictures she is also wearing an apron that furthers the 

domestic symbolization of Little Bear’s mother. The woman in Pancakes for Breakfast also 

wears an apron throughout the story as the story is solely about her desire to make and ultimately 

eat pancakes for breakfast. While neither book is substantial in length or depth, they do distinctly 
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put forth the stereotyped image of the female as domestic. The dress and apron work to further 

the portrayal of females as domestics and subordinated within society. 

Not Quite the Stereotypical Female Roles 

Tomas and the Library Lady is the only book in the text set that women are in dresses 

without the addition of aprons. This book sets itself apart from the other books in this section 

because the females are presented in a less domestic light not only because they are not wearing 

aprons, but because they also hold jobs outside of the home. Of course there is the library lady, a 

stereotypical job for females and there is also Tomas’ mother who works besides Tomas’ father 

in the fields. Both women earn money and neither is presented with an apron though they do 

both still wear dresses as representative of the feminine. Females in the books in this section are 

represented as feminine and domestic by the clothing that they wear. The addition of the apron 

appears to further the domestication of the female in several of the books. Tomas and the Library 

Lady disrupts the association with the domestic because the females do not wear aprons, but 

remain feminine by wearing dresses. 

Counter Examples - Strong Females 

Feminist criticism has worked to expose the inequity and misrepresentations of gender 

ideologies put forth in children’s literature. Much of the criticism has focused on the passivity of 

young girls waiting to be rescued. Two books in this text set work against this portrayal of 

females as passive, and provide characters that show females with strength and agency. The two 

books are: The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from China. 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is a book that challenges the norm even by today’s standard 

of the way females are portrayed. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, has a strong female main 
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character who displays agency throughout the story. Briar Levit (2007) stated, “Baum’s Dorothy 

was strong, curious, and clever. She took on everyone from the Wicked Witch of the West 

to…and… led expeditions to save friends” (p. 68). In addition to Dorothy, the Wicked Witch of 

the West, Glinda the Good Witch of the North, and the Wicked Witch of the East are strong and 

powerful women, even though, the Wicked Witch of the East is killed in the beginning of the 

story. Baum intentionally created a strong female character as he was a proponent of women’s 

rights. Baum got on well with his mother-in-law, Matilda Gage, a noted suffragist who led the 

National Woman’s Suffrage Association along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. 

Anthony. A supporter of native rights and sovereignty, she was adopted into the Wolf Clan of the 

Mohawk Nation. She offered her home as a station on the Underground Railroad and saw 

injustice and inequality as the cause of all war, which she believed could only be prevented by 

prefect equality among all people. 

Matilda’s influence on Baum’s story, permeates The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Matilda’s 

influence is seen in the female leadership prevalent in the Land of Oz.  Matilda’s own book, 

Woman, Church and State, has a chapter on “matriarchate,” an egalitarian value system resting 

on female authority (Gage, Hein & Company, 1893). In the same book, Gage has an entire 

chapter dedicated to witchcraft and the right to religious freedom. Gage provides reasoning for 

the appeal of witchcraft as a practice because it is one of the only religions that places a female 

as an idol or head. 

Dorothy shows agency throughout the text. From the beginning, Dorothy leaves the 

shelter of the farm house to retrieve Toto despite the threat of a tornado. Once in Oz, Dorothy 

understands from the get go that her destiny is in her own hands if she wishes to find her way 

home she must do it herself. Dorothy immediately heads off on the yellow brick road to meet Oz 
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who she believes may be able to help her. Part of Dorothy’s strength comes from her kindness 

and willingness to help others as she takes on the scarecrow, the tinman, and the lion problems. 

Dorothy takes setbacks in stride and continues to move forward even when she is imprisoned by 

the Wicked Witch of the West. 

Dorothy shows agency again while imprisoned in the witch’s castle by feeding the lion 

behind the witch’s back. Dorothy also reacts when the witch takes one of her silver shoes. 

Dorothy takes action by throwing a bucket of water on the witch which made the witch melt. 

Dorothy did not know that the witch would melt, but was prepared to defend herself in any case. 

The witch was even surprised that such a little girl like Dorothy could kill her and states “I have 

been wicked in my day, but I never thought a little girl like you would be able to melt me and 

end my wicked deeds” (p. 69). Despite her size and age, Dorothy is a strong female character. 

There is not a lot of feminist criticism on The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and what 

criticism does exist is mostly directed towards the 1939 movie, not Baum’s 1900 original text. 

One particularly strong feminist perspective is presented in the book, The Universe of Oz: Essays 

on Baum’s Series and Its Progeny, by Paula Kent in her chapter, “A Feminist Stroll Down the 

Yellow Brick Road: Dorothy’s Heroine’s Adventure.” Kent argues that Dorothy is a heroine 

based on Joseph Campbell’s (1968) “Adventure of the Hero” which is made up of three stages: 

the departure, the initiation, and the return which Dorothy accomplishes with minor alterations. 

Accordingly Dorothy is viewed as a hero in the story and demonstrates characteristics associated 

with heroes. 

The concepts of ‘hero’ and ‘adventure’ are ideas predominantly thought of in terms of 

males, but equally apply to Baum’s, Dorothy Gale. As Bates (2007) states, “In the so-called real 

world, girls, and women, often find themselves alone, abandoned, or separated from loved ones 
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upon who they had previously depended – upon whom, they perhaps assumed, their own survival 

depended” (p. 48). This is the situation Dorothy finds herself and chooses to go on the adventure 

in order to get back to her family. Throughout Dorothy’s journey she proves herself time and 

again as the heroine who fights against evil in her quest to get home. 

Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story From China is a retelling of the first printed 

version of the tale “Little Red Riding Hood” by Charles Perrault (1697). The original story is a 

cautionary tale to young females not to be taken in by a young man’s charm because the male 

may not have the best intentions. Perrault places at the end of the tale his cautionary warning. 

From this story one learns that children, especially young lasses, pretty, courteous 

and well-bred, do very wrong to listen to strangers, and it is not an unheard thing if the 

Wolf is thereby provided with his dinner. I say Wolf, for all wolves are not of the same 

sort; there is one kind with an amenable disposition – neither noisy, nor hateful, nor 

angry, but tame, obliging and gentle, following the young maids in the streets, even into 

their homes. Alas! Who does not know that these gentle wolves are of all such creatures 

the most dangerous! (p. 69) 

The original tale “is a parable about rape” (Orenstein, 2002, p. 145) that positions 

females and particularly Little Red Riding Hood as a voiceless victim. The victims in many 

folktales do not demonstrate any agency and are defenseless against the big bad wolf. In the end, 

Little Red Riding Hood is saved by another male, the lumberjack. The older versions of Little 

Red Riding Hood are tales of “male dominance and female victimization” (p. 147) that act to 

“reflect the power relations of patriarchy” (p. 150). 

Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story From China is a version of Little Red Riding Hood 

from Ed Young a Chinese American author and illustrator. In this updated version there are three 
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daughters left at home alone when their mother goes to visit their grandmother, Po Po. The wolf, 

knocks at the door and pretends to be the girls' grandmother and is invited into their home. It is 

not until Shang, the eldest daughter, suspects that Po Po is actually the wolf who wants to do 

them harm that the girls take action. Shang is the wisest of the three and the one who figured out 

the wolf’s identity, and comes up with a plan to get rid of him. Then again all three girls 

demonstrate agency in their bid to save their lives. The girls are not defenseless even though the 

wolf is bigger and stronger than any of them because they can think and plan. They also do not 

show fear of the wolf, but rather resolve to outwit the animal. The girls are also not saved by a 

prince, lumberjack, or any other male, but act to save themselves. The girls tempt the wolf with 

ginkgo nuts into a basket that they pull to the top of a tree in which they are hiding. Once they 

pull the wolf to the top of tree they let go of the rope killing the wolf. Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding 

Hood Story From China is a story that has strong females that demonstrate agency and wit in 

their dealings with the wolf. 

Other Female Representations 

The remaining nine books in the text set either do not have females or females are present 

in a minor peripheral manner. In the one story (Put Me in the Zoo) with a female that is not in the 

peripheral, the female is not stereotyped, misrepresented, and there is no indication of an unequal 

power dynamic at work. The stories without or limited females are: Are You my Mother, Green 

Eggs and Ham, Frog and Toad Together, Owl at Home, Hi! Fly Guy, Kitten’s First Full Moon, A 

Story A Story: An African, and The Paper Crane. The remaining book is Put Me in the Zoo. 

Stereotyping of Others 

Stereotyping of females is not the only stereotyping to occur throughout this text set. 

Stereotyping of those who are considered “others” occurs in five of the eighteen books. 
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According to Ashcroft et al. (1998) “the existence of others is crucial in defining what is 

normal…(and) as a means of establishing the binary separation of the colonizer and colonized 

and asserting the naturalness and primacy of the colonizing culture” (p. 169). In each of the five 

books with stereotyping of others, a specific culture is set apart as different from the Euro-

cultural way of being and for that reason the culture (in question) not of European descent is 

viewed as less than, and as “other.” A specific issue that arises when considering these five 

books is their representation of the text set as a whole. 

Non-white characters or characterizations of non-whites appear in five books of the text 

set, subsequently those are the only descriptions presented regarding a specific culture. The text 

set is lacking in any type of range of non-white characters. Two books subsequently put forth a 

narrow image of Mexican Americans in the books Tomas and the Library Lady and Family 

Pictures. The two books are true stories, but misleading within a text set as the only two views of 

a single culture. The problem with A Story, A Story, An African Tale Retold despite that it is a 

folktale, is that the book provides the only image of a black (African) man in the text set. The 

illustrated image of the black man is problematic but also for the reason that it is the only 

representation of a specific culture. The story Little House in the Big Woods misrepresents both 

blacks and Indians in the story. Though the story is based on true events and accurately depicts 

the sentiment of whites at the time, the sentiment of the time was one of prevailing colonial 

thoughts towards the treatment of non-whites. Lastly is the book Little Bear. Little Bear has five 

shorter stories within the book and one of the stories within Little Bear stereotypes the portrayal 

of Chinese people and culture. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz presents an isolated situation as 

there no specific examples of stereotyping; however, Baum’s work implicitly contains references 

to race and otherness.  
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Narrow View of Mexican-Americans 

The problem with the books Tomas and the Library Lady, and Family Pictures may 

partly be due to the age of the stories. The books themselves are not that old, Tomas and the 

Library Lady was published in 2000 and Family Pictures was published in 1991. However, both 

of the books are retellings of stories that took place much earlier. Tomas and the Library Lady is 

a true story about Tomas Rivera’s childhood. Tomas Rivera grew up to be chancellor at the 

University of Riverside, California, though the story that is told in the book took place in the 

1940’s. Likewise, Family Pictures is a true story about the Texas border town life of author, 

Carmen Lomas Garza’s family life. The actual events portrayed in the story took place in the 

1950’s or early 1960’s. The events in the two books are roughly 60 to 70 years old and provide a 

very narrow view of the Mexican American experience in the U.S. Tomas’s family traveled 

between Texas and Iowa as migrant workers depending on the agricultural season to earn money. 

Carmen’s family is also more closely linked to the agricultural community than the average 

American. Carmen’s family raises their own rabbits and chickens for consumption, harvests 

cacti, and wholesale food crates are pictured in several pictures suggesting a connection with the 

food or agricultural industry. Both families are also intact nuclear families with extended 

families represented. 

Nothing is wrong or misrepresentative in either book, though the two books in the text set 

provide a limited view of the Mexican American community as a whole. For the reason that only 

two books are included in this text set, they stand alone as the representation of an extensive 

portion of today’s U.S. population. The portrayals do not provide the range of experiences this 

community has to offer. Two books that had different experiences of one community would not 

provide enough variety of experiences, but two books whose stories are on the older side and 
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share similarities most definitely do not provide a current, broad, or representative image of their 

community. While the stories do not stereotype any individuals, because they provide such a 

narrow view of a community could be seen as reinforcing stereotypes. 

A Stand-Alone Black Male and the Exoticism of a Black Female 

A Story, A Story: An African Tale Retold has two images that are specifically pejorative. 

A Story, A Story: An African Tale Retold is set in Africa. The main character, Ananse is an old 

man who would like to buy all the stories from the Sky King who keeps the stories in a box at 

the foot of his throne. The Sky King will not sell the stories for money but will trade the stories if 

Ananse can complete three impossible tasks. Ananse is old, but clever and is able to complete the 

tasks. The problem with the images portrayed in the book is that they promote stereotypes. 

Ananse is a tall, almost anorexic looking man with his ribs clearly visible in the illustrations. The 

second issue is that Ananse is immediately viewed in the foreground of a jungle. The story is a 

folktale and the setting is supposed to be of a time ‘once upon’ but the combination of a tall 

anorexic looking man stepping out of a jungle is reminiscent of images I remember seeing 

growing up of starving Ethiopians. The portrayal is too closely linked to that of poor starving 

Africans and perpetuates the myth that all Africans look this way. To compound the problem is 

that this is the only book in the text set that has a major black character. The Paper Crane, by 

Molly Bang has black characters in the story but they are peripheral to the story. Hence, the only 

book in the read aloud text set that has a major black character is one that puts forth images of an 

anorexic looking jungle dweller.  

     The stereotype put forth with the exaggerated thinness of Ananse is that he and by 

association “Africans” cannot provide for themselves, and are not as capable of taking care of 

themselves. For this reason Africans and their descendants do not deserve to be ranked high on 
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the human hierarchy scale. This type of thinking validates dominant cultures treatment of blacks 

as subordinates. Individuals of European descent judge black individuals ways of being as 

coming from an inferior heritage, and is not as capable as individuals in dominant culture to take 

care of themselves. The portrayal also puts forth the myth that by association with the jungle 

Ananse is primitive and uncivilized. Positioning Africans in the jungle spreads the binary 

opposition illusion that blacks are, or come from an uncivilized background in contrast to white 

dominant society which prides itself on the notion of being civilized.  

      The other image in the story that is problematic is the fairy. The fairy is presented as 

an exotic creature. She is black and yet, her eyes are almond shaped giving her a little bit more of 

an Asian look. The fairy’s dress is also quite exotic from the large ornate head dress with a tassel 

at the top and attached neck fabric to her Oriental inspired kimono top to her big yellow straw 

skirt. The fairy is unlike any creature I have ever seen and I cannot place her ethnic background 

with any certainty as she appears as a combination of several. The image of the exotic fairy 

similar to Ananse’s exaggerated thinness disseminates the idea that both Africans and Asians are 

differently exotic from those of the dominant white culture.  The notion of different is an idea 

seized upon by colonial thought to condone practices of “othering” and “marginalizing.” A Story, 

A Story: An African Tale Retold despite being a Caldecott Medal winner is problematic putting 

forth images that spread and reinforce stereotypes. 

Negative Portrayal of Native Americans and Derogatory Naming of African Americans 

There is a characterization of a black individual in Little House in the Big Woods that 

puts forth the mythification that blacks are low on the human hierarchy scale and stereotyped by 

the derogatory minstrel legacy generated in the 19
th

 century. Pa fiddles and sings a song one 

night: 
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There was an old darkey 

And his name was Uncle Ned, 

And he died long ago, long ago. 

There was no wool on the top of his head, 

In the place where the wool ought to grow. 

His fingers were as long, 

As the cane in the brake, 

His eyes they could hardly see, 

And he had no teeth for to eat the hoe-cake, 

So he had to let the hoe-cake be. 

So hang up the shovel and the hoe, 

Lay down the fiddle and the bow, 

There's no more work for old Uncle Ned, 

For he's gone where the good darkeys go. (p. 100) 

This song has two references to color as well as direct historical ties to Thomas 

Dartmouth Rice's successful minstrel song-and-dance numbers one of them being, "Jumping Jim 

Crow" (An Old Actor's Memories, 1881). 

In the first and last line of the song Uncle Ned is referenced as a “darkey.” The obvious 

reference is that Uncle Ned is black. The binary opposition made is the contrast between the 

whiteness of the Ingall’s family with their white skin, blue eyes, and blond hair singing about 
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Uncle Ned’s black “darkey” skin. By noting that Uncle Ned is dark, the author of the song, 

Stephen Foster (Toll, 1974) is making the contrast that Uncle Ned is distinctly not white. Uncle 

Ned is most definitely a slave. The song is titled “Old Uncle Ned” and was written in minstrel 

fashion in 1848 and was one of the most popularly performed songs on the minstrel stage (Toll, 

1974). Uncle Ned or old Uncle Ned is a name given to characterize older slaves similar to that of 

the pervasive Uncle Tom characterization. Reference to an Uncle Ned appears in slave tales 

(Andrews, 2011; Temple Bar, 1860). 

The song states that Uncle Ned worked in a field until the day he died when “there’s no 

more work for old Uncle Ned.” Only through death can Uncle Ned escape working, because 

slaves do not have the same freedoms that whites have and must work until they die. Slaves were 

not thought of as human, but as property and therefore an owner wanted to get the most out of 

their property as they could. Uncle Ned is racialized in the song as dark and the individual who is 

being song about. In contrast, pa is marked by his whiteness and the person performing the song. 

There is a social hierarchy in place, one that Snead (1994) notes as the scale of human hierarchy; 

a scale of hierarchy in which some human beings are ranked higher in value than others. Uncle 

Ned was the “other” while pa was part of the oppressing dominant culture. In terms of slavery, 

the binary opposition is that of slave owner or part of the dominant culture as opposed to slave, 

or part of the subordinated culture that does not hold any power. 

As a popular song in the minstrel shows, “Old Uncle Ned” symbolizes the racism which 

occurred as part of these shows. Minstrel shows began with white performers acting in blackface. 

The performers mimicked blacks in derogatory ways under the guise of performing comedic 

acts. Minstrel shows are the exemplification of black/white binary opposition. Blackface makeup 

was used to create a stereotyped caricature of black people marking them as “other” in a 
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derogatory way. Even when black entertainers eventually began performing they also had to 

apply blackface so that they were as dark as the blackface makeup allowed. The intent being that 

the blackface would be associated with the stereotypes put forth and controlled by the white 

performers and contrasted with the whiteness and assumed intelligence of the audience. 

Stereotyping of others in Little House in the Big Woods is more extensive than that of 

blacks. Stereotyping of others also includes the negative othering of Indians and the extoling 

stereotyping of those of European descent even within the same household. The positive 

stereotyping in Little House in the Big Woods has to do with the viewing of blonde hair and blue 

eyes as better and preferable to darker hair and brown eyes. Most individuals who traveled west 

in the United States did so to seek their fortune or settle the land.  These individuals came from 

the east coast and had preconceived notions of Indians. By the mid 1850’s Eastern Indian tribes 

had for the most part been exterminated or removed from their land in mostly violent clashes 

with white men (White, 1992). Pioneers arrived to areas in the west with fixed notions regarding 

the aggressive and brutal nature of native people, including notions of Indians assaulting white 

women. 

Folklore and the continued mythification of Indians became a full-fledged belief system 

for pioneers. Mythification of Indians was further ingrained in children attending schools when 

short stories such as “Indian visit” (White, 1992) was printed in readers for school age students. 

One such story was recorded by Antoinette Ford (1932) in her version of an “Indian visit.” The 

story was printed in Gopher Tales, a reader for elementary school students. Ford wrote, “Often a 

savage face was seen pressed against the window. The Indians usually left peacefully if food was 

given to them” (p. 121). Ford’s words depict a common stereotype of native people as savages, 

and uncivilized that worked to further produce a mythification of Native Americans that 
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continues in children’s literature today. In Little House in the Big Woods, there are three specific 

examples that work to further the mythification or stereotype of Indians as wild, savage, and 

uncivilized. 

One incidence occurs when pa is regaling the girls with one of his stories. Pa is telling a 

tale of his youth, “I began to play I was a mighty hunter, stalking the wild animals and the 

Indians. I played I was fighting the Indians, until the woods seemed full of wild men” (p. 46). In 

the telling of this story, pa is putting forth the association that connects Indians with the idea of 

being “wild,” but he also connects Indians with the idea of them associated with animals. Pa is 

placing both the animals and the Indians in the same category and in so doing is putting forth the 

idea that Indians are tantamount to animals. Also curious is the use of the word “stalking.” Pa 

uses “stalking” as synonymous with hunting. The use of the word “stalking” again reinforces the 

notion that Indians are no better than animals to be hunted down. On Snead’s (1994) scale of 

human hierarchy, pa is placing Indians very low on the human hierarchy scale if he even 

considered them to be human. Pa’s story is problematic because it echoes a similar type of 

mythification of Indians that Antoinette Ford’s story puts forth. 

Another example occurs on page 62 of the text. The story revolves around ma and the 

girls baking in preparation for Christmas, “She baked salt-rising bread and rye’n’Injun bread.” 

The use of the term “Injun” by Euro-Americans mark the Ingall’s as white and the “Injun” as 

“other.” To strengthen the opposition between whites and “others” is the juxtaposition of baking 

Injun bread and Swedish crackers, two distinctly separate units with contrasting ethnic heritages, 

one white European, one “other.” The marking of any group of people as “other” is used to 

further the mythification of that “othered” group as less than, and in some case not even human. 

In this way subjugating “others” can be rationalized as acceptable. 
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Another instance of marking which is closer to the way Snead used it in his own analysis 

is prevalent throughout the story. The Ingall’s are of white European ancestry which is shown 

through the story with references to the color of their skin being white, having blue eyes, and 

blond hair (McKellar, 2002). In contrast, Indians are marked as “other” than white, and African 

Americans as “darkys.” Several markings throughout the story allow the reader to infer that the 

Ingall’s are white (McKellar, 2002). References are made regarding the Ingall family’s skin as 

white in several incidents. In one instance, the aunts are getting ready for the dance and are 

combing their hair. Laura is able to observe that an aunt has a “white part” (p. 138) which marks 

the aunt as having a white scalp and white skin. In another incident, reference is made to Laura 

and Mary’s ankles becoming “as brown as their faces” (p. 157). Laura and Mary’s clothing in the 

summer is more revealing than it is throughout the year allowing for their ankles to also tan. The 

implication being that the girls have white skin if they only tan in the summer. Lastly, Laura 

makes reference to her ma’s arms being plump and white (p. 220) while she is outside shucking 

corn. Another marking of the Ingall’s as white skinned in opposition to those that are not. 

Other markers of Euro-American culture are blond hair and blue eyes. In 1970, Toni 

Morrison released the book, The Bluest Eye in which the main character, Peocola equates beauty 

with having blond hair and blue eyes. According to Hawley (2001) in the Encyclopedia of 

Postcolonial Studies, “racism in the United States manifests itself in a number of symbolic 

registers for Pecola, most conspicuously in the blond-haired and blue-eyed dolls” (p. 17). Blond 

hair and blue eyes have been a marker of the white dominant culture since our country’s 

conception, and there are numerous references to pa’s blue eyes and Mary’s blond hair, both 

markings of white Euro-American heritage (McKellar, 2002). 
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The color of pa’s eyes are mentioned multiple times throughout the story. A couple 

examples are: “His blue eyes were shining” (p. 35), “His eyes were blue and merry (p. 39), and 

“Pa’s blue eyes laughed” (p. 99) are just a few mentions of pa’s eye color. Pa’s blue eyes are also 

associated with positive descriptors such as: shining, merry, and laughing. All of these positive 

words work together to put forth the connection between blue eyes and white individuals rating 

high on Snead’s scale of human hierarchy. 

Mary’s hair is another marker of the Ingall’s whiteness. Even within the same household 

Laura makes the contrast between Mary’s “beautifully golden” hair while referring to her own 

brown hair as “dirt-colored brown.” On a trip into town ma, pa, Mary, Laura, and Carrie go to 

the store pa usually trades at, and the storekeeper states “that’s a pretty little girl you’ve got 

there, and he admired Mary’s golden curls. But he did not say anything about Laura, or about her 

curls. They were ugly and brown.” (p. 167) The obvious markers of blond hair and blue eyes as 

demonstrated in Little House in the Big Woods is valued as better than or more beautiful markers 

of dominant culture. 

There are several books that provide criticism on race in the Little House series though 

the ones I located do not address the use of the word “darkey,” or any reference to the treatment 

or derogatory comments towards blacks. The criticism on race targets the treatment of Native 

Americans in the series. In Little House in the Big Woods there is only one occasion when the 

use of the word darkey is used and/or mentioning of blacks. John Miller addresses Ingalls' 

treatment of Native Americans in the book, Laura Ingalls Wilder and Rose Wilder Lane: 

Authorship, Place, Time, and Culture. Miller (2008) states that the Little House series was met 

with little criticism until the 1970’s when historians began to question the “dominant positive 

view of the process of frontier settlement” (p. 159). Historians began to describe a frontier filled 



164 
 

with “violence, greed, oppression, sexism, and racism.” (p. 60). Following the trend of historical 

criticism, literary criticism also began to look closer at pioneer literature. Ingalls’ was often 

criticized for both her treatment of Native Americans as well as her omission of Native 

Americans in her stories. 

Berkhofer (1978) notes that white Europeans thinking regarding Indians boiled down to 

positioning them into three stereotyped groups which consisted of the “good Indian;” the “bad 

Indian;” and the “degraded, often drunken, degenerate, and poverty-stricken Indian” (p. 161). 

Many consider Wilder along with other children’s authors had the tendency to denigrate and 

misrepresent Native Americans. In fact most scholars of the Little House series tend to have one 

of two interpretations. Either scholars similar to Smulders (2003) take the position that Wilder 

writes from an ethnocentric perspective bound by negative views of Native Americans and 

positive stereotypes of pioneers. Others, such as Ann Romines (2002) views Wilder more as 

attemping an open-minded stance in which she makes an effort to understand and value Native 

Americans. 

Fixed Portrayal of Asians 

In the last book Little Bear there is a story “Little Bear’s Wish.” One of the wishes Little 

Bear makes is to go to China so that he can get chopsticks to bring home to his mother. The 

illustration that accompanies this page of the story has Little Bear coming out of a tunnel and 

meeting a Chinese bear. The Chinese bear has more pointed eyes and ears than Little Bear, is 

wearing a Chinese inspired tunic top and holding chopsticks. The stereotype is extensive from 

the pointiness of the eyes and ears representative of Asian’s more almond shaped eyes, to the 

Chinese inspired dress, and the customary Asian chopsticks. The only misrepresentation is the 

pointy ears which Maurice Sendak may have been attempting to associate the pointiness of the 
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ears with the derogatory descriptor of slanty used to describe Asian eyes. The dress and the 

chopsticks are authentic, but together with the eyes and ears provide a narrow and 

misrepresentative portrayal of Chinese people. The portrayal is most distinctly other than that of 

white Europeans and very much one of Chinese stereotypes. 

Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from China and The Paper Crane are the only two 

other books in the text set that have clear cut Asian characters. In Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding 

Hood Story from China there are three Asian sisters. In The Paper Crane, there is one character 

that is definitely of Asian back ground and two other characters whose heritage is 

indistinguishable, but they resemble individuals of a mixed European-Asian ancestry. Neither 

one of these stories illustrates instances of stereotyping of otherness. 

Race and Otherness in the Wonderful Wizard of Oz  

Criticism of Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz through any sort of racial lens is 

limited. There is much more criticism in this area when considering the numerous adaptations, 

retellings, and movies which expanded from the original text. Alissa Burger (2012) provides a 

comprehensive analysis of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz in her book, The Wizard of Oz as 

American Myth: A Critical Study of Six Versions of the Story, 1900 – 2007. Burger points out 

that most of the racial criticism of Baum’s version is grounded in two articles Baum wrote for 

the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer (1890) which advocated for the extermination of the remaining 

plains Indians. Baum wrote in his editorial on December 15, 1890.  

The Whites, by law of conquest, by justice of civilization, are masters of the 

American continent, and the best safety of the frontier settlements will be secured by the 

total annihilation of the few remaining Indians. Why not annihilation? Their glory has 

fled, their spirit broken, their manhood effaced; better that they die than live the 
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miserable wretches that they are. History would forget these latter despicable beings, and 

speak, in later ages, of the glory of these grand Kings of forest and plain that (James 

Fennimore) Cooper loved to heroism. 

We cannot honestly regret their extermination, but we at least do justice to the 

manly characteristics possessed, according to their lights and education, by the early 

Redskins of America. (Vol. X,  Number 26) 

Baum maintained a frontiersman mentality towards Native Americans, and disqualified 

them as participants in American society. The constitution did not provide Indians with 

citizenship and positioned them as othered, as noncitizens. Baum thought the same as many 

Americans of the day and believed that the white man had conquered the land and its people and 

therefore were the “masters” and indigenous peoples were subordinate and not viable to be 

considered as human beings (Burger, 2012). Many individuals of the time period were so 

entrenched with the idea of nation honor that the idea of putting those who were considered the 

young country’s “enemy out of their misery was often seen as (almost) the liberal opinion” (p. 

97) Baum is an individual who had this opinion and had the means through his newspaper to 

publicly reproduce it. 

Baum never directly addresses issues of race or Native Americans in The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz, though there are other representations of otherness including “segregation within 

the land of Oz itself and the justified murders of both of Oz’s wicked witches” (Burger, 2012, p. 

98). Oz is made up of five regions each with its own representative color. Each area is differently 

color coded, home to a single racial group, and each region’s residents do not cross the border 

into another region keeping each region segregated from all others, and strangers of one another. 



167 
 

The only time that individuals do cross from one region to another is under the protection of 

Dorothy or another privileged individual. 

Burger (2012) asserts that the closest parallel between The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and 

the author’s Aberdeen editorials is through the “moral ambiguity surrounding Dorothy’s killing 

of the wicked witches of Oz, especially in the case of the Wicked Witch of the West” (p. 98). 

The Wicked Witch of the West is othered as a villain, but also based on her appearance as she is 

the only cyclops in the story. The other connection to Baum’s editorials is the way that the 

Wicked Witch of the West is directly positioned against the patriarchal Oz, and thereby posing a 

threat to the idealized Oz and its citizens.  Native Americans were also viewed as a threat to the 

American way and as Baum felt, should be destroyed the same as Oz directed Dorothy to destroy 

the Wicked Witch of the West. 

Summing Up “Stereotyping of Others” 

Stereotyping of others takes on several forms in the CCSS text sets. Ultimately five of the 

eighteen books carry some form of stereotyping of “other” or a narrowed view of a community 

that could lead to stereotyping. Little House in the Big Woods tends to have the most instances of 

stereotyping both negative and extoling. 

This portion of the critical analysis has pointed out instances that are not favorable to 

marginalized people, those who historically have been oppressed by those of male white 

European descent. The book that challenges this norm is Tomas and the Library Lady. Tomas 

and the Library Lady works as a counter story to the stereotype that Mexican Americans do not 

value education and are uneducated (Agius, 2012). When Tomas is given the opportunity to learn 

to read, he embraces the opportunity. This portrayal of Tomas works against the stereotype that 

Mexican Americans do not value education and supports the stance that when provided with 
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educational opportunities they join in and take part. Much of the history of Mexican American 

educational opportunities in the United States parallels that of African Americans and the 

discriminatory practices such as separate but equal (Webb & Branda, 1952). 

A less obvious stereotype is that of a cranky old librarian. The morning Tomas goes to 

the library he is very intimidated. The situation changes once Tomas meets the library lady. The 

librarian is warm and inviting to Tomas. Tomas ends up spending the whole day at the library 

reading. Using her own library card, the library lady checks out two books for Tomas to take 

home and read. This picture of the library lady contrast with images that negatively portray 

librarians.        

Culture or Power Clash and Possible Displacement as a Consequence 

Another theme across the text set is the binary opposition between the portrayal depicting 

clashing cultures or the displacement of a culture, and the harmonious cultural intermingling of 

various cultures without any attempt to question the power relations. In Little House in the Big 

Woods the theme is realized when there is a clash of cultures between pioneers and Native 

Indians, as well as the white man’s displacement of Native Indians from their land. In The 

Wonderful World of Oz the theme is realized by the displacement of several communities to 

include the monkeys. Harmonious portrayals are depicted in Tomas and the Library Lady, Frog 

and Toad Together, Paper Crane, Little Bear, and Finn Family Moomintroll where a cultural 

harmony is seen without any real recognition or questioning of the power dynamics in those 

stories.  
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Pioneer History Through Rose Colored Glasses  

Little House in the Big Woods took place during the second half of the nineteenth century 

and the events detailed in the stories are strongly influenced by legislation during and prior to 

that time period. Much legislation of this time period acted to reinforce binary oppositions such 

as dominant/subordinate relations in this country and provide power through law to white males 

in dominant positions of the opposition.  One particularly important act in relation to the Little 

House in the Big Woods book is the Homestead Act of 1862 (Hyman, 1986). According to 

McManus (2005) the Homestead Act of 1862 has strong patriarchal overtones even though 

women were allowed to partake, the act was established with the traditional patriarchal family 

structure in mind. The act was “premised on notions of yeoman, patriarchal households, and 

agricultural civilization” (pp. 37-38). The Homestead Act was a strategic way for our 

government to organize, “gender and race relations in the west” (p. 38). The Homestead Act 

promised ownership of 160-acre tracts of land to a citizen or head of a family who had resided 

and cultivated the land for five years. The two requirements to qualify for land are that the 

claimants have to be a citizen of the U.S., and they have to cultivate the land for five years. 

These two stipulations strongly favor white males as both Indians and blacks were not citizens 

and it was a more difficult task for a woman to live alone and cultivate the land for five years. 

The Homestead Act was set up to benefit white families that were structured in a patriarchal 

structure. 

Another significant act pertinent to the discussion of Little House in the Big Woods is the 

Indian Removal Act signed into law by Andrew Jackson on May 28, 1830 (Library of Congress, 

2010). The Indian Removal Act authorized: 
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the president to grant unsettled lands west of the Mississippi in exchange for 

Indian lands within existing state borders. A few tribes went peacefully, but many 

resisted the relocation policy. During the fall and winter of 1838 and 1839, the 

Cherokees were forcibly moved west by the United States government.                                                               

(Library of Congress, 2010) 

The removal of Indians from their land was not a one-time occurrence, nor did it only 

occur with the Cherokee, but rather continued as white settlers moved westward. Reservations 

were set up for Indians to move to as white men came to settle the land that they had lived and 

occupied until westward expansion forced additional relocations of Indians. 

The cultural dominance in Little House in the Big Woods is that of the pioneer. The 

notion of the pioneer takes on the mythification of hard working and courageous, individuals 

trying to better their own and their family’s lot in life. I would not contend that is not true. 

However, the Little House books neglect the truth that westward expansion was only made 

possible for white settlers through the exploitation, removal and eradication of Indians. Laura 

Ingall’s wrote the Little House series “expressly to give children some insight into pioneer life 

on the American prairies in the 1870’s and 1880’s” (Mackey, 1992, p. 61). Though, Laura 

Ingall’s insight was molded from a white Eurocentric point-of-view and therefore provides a 

limited perspective on the experience. 

In 1830, The Indian Removal Act was signed, though attempts to remove Indians from 

their lands in the South had been occurring since 1814 (PBS online). The removal of Indians 

from their land was supposed to be voluntary in theory. Those who did not move voluntarily 

were forcibly removed or died during military campaigns with the U.S. Army. In addition, the 

word voluntary is taken out of context as not one of the five Indian nations of Cherokee, Creek, 
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Choctaw, Chicasaw or Seminole nations sought to move simply because they had thought to do 

so free of coercion. Indian removal and relocation was solely prompted by white settler’s desire 

to own Indian land and expand white settlement. The Cherokee tribe alone lost a quarter of their 

population from disease and hunger sustained during the 800 mile forced march removal process. 

The Indian Removal Act was a formative predictor of the way the U.S. government dealt with 

the removal of Native Americans from land targeted for settlement by homesteaders. 

The land the Ingall’s homesteaded in the Little House series was land which was part of 

the Homestead Act of 1862 (Stuckey & Salvucci, 2003). The Homestead Act of 1862 was one of 

many Homestead Acts that provided land to white settlers. The land the Ingall’s farmed (in the 

extended series) in both Kansas and South Dakota was part of Homestead Acts. The land in 

Kansas specifically took territory away from the Osage. The dominance of white settlers over 

Native Americans is clear in history and the use of the word ‘pioneer’ in the Little House series 

distorts the broader historical treatment of Native Americans. The use of the word pioneer 

positions white settlers in nothing but a positive light while covering up the way in which the 

land was freed for white settlers to claim.           

 

Magic as the Key to Power and Displacement 

Culture clash and displacement look different in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz as the story 

is a fantasy and numerous characters are not human and magic is also a factor in the discussion 

of culture clash and displacement. Culture clash in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz takes the form 

of one power structure wanting to dominate, and in several cases enslave a population. The 

Wizard of Oz differs from the other two stories in that the dominant culture dominates because 

they have magic powers. Those that have magic use their magic powers to remain in some form 
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of power. However, the three individuals who demonstrate the most power in The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz do so in drastically different ways. Glinda, the witch of the North; Oz, the ruler of 

Oz; and the Wicked Witch of the West are the individuals with the most power in Oz. The 

Wicked Witch of the East was destroyed by Dorothy’s house landing on her, but also used her 

power to rule over the Munchkins keeping them "in bondage for many years, making them 

slaves for her night and day" (pp. 22-23). The story routinely demonstrates the willingness on the 

part of some of the characters to use violence as a means to have or hold power. 

Glinda has magic powers and does rule over a kingdom, however there is no indication in 

the book that she uses her powers to rule over people with scare tactics or by using her magic to 

do harm. Oz, the wizard does not have magic powers, but has used trickery for many years to 

rule over the people of Oz. Oz, the wizard is known as “the Great and Terrible Oz” a term he 

perpetuates to instill fear in the citizens of Oz. All the people of Oz believe him to have magic 

powers and be terrible so that they live under his rule. In reality Oz is an old ventriloquist from 

Omaha who has created tricks and used his ventriloquist talents to create menacing images in 

order to preserve his place of power. Oz, the wizard has never thought of giving up his place of 

power in order to let the people of Oz rule themselves. Oz, the wizard makes the rules and laws 

instead of allowing the people to have input into their lives. 

The most oppressive of the three individuals is the Wicked Witch of the West. The 

Wicked Witch mostly garners her powers from other sources and there is never any 

demonstration of her having her own powers. The Wicked Witch of the West’s powers belong to 

the creatures she controls. The Wicked Witch of the West controls an army of yellow Winkies 

(first inhabitants of the land the Wicked Witch of the West controls), a pack of wolves, a swarm 
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of bees, and a flock of crows. She also possesses the Golden Cap which allows her to command 

the winged monkeys three times. 

The Wicked Witch of the West had used two of her three commands before Dorothy 

came to Oz. Her first command to the winged monkeys was to help her enslave the Winkies and 

seize control of the western part of the Land of Oz. She used a second command to have the 

winged monkeys force the Wizard out of Winkie Country, when he attempted to overthrow her. 

The witch’s last command is for the winged monkeys to “go to the strangers who are within my 

land and destroy them all except the Lion…I have a mind to harness him like a horse, and make 

him work” (p. 85). The witch has never used any of her commands for benevolent purposes. The 

witch uses her commands to get and maintain power. 

The monkeys presume to destroy the tinman and the scarecrow, but cannot harm Dorothy 

because she has Glinda’s protective kiss upon her forehead. The witch also understands that she 

cannot kill Dorothy because of Glinda’s protection so instead she enslaves Dorothy.  Once 

enslaved, “Dorothy went to work meekly, with her mind made up to work as hard as she could; 

for she was glad the Wicked Witch had decided not to kill her” (p. 150). Dorothy never 

understood her own power from the shoes or Glind’s kiss. 

On a symbolic level the winged monkeys are representative of the plains Indians. The 

head winged monkey states: 

Once we were a free people, living happily in the great forest, flying from tree to 

tree, eating nuts and fruit, and doing just as we pleased without calling anybody 

master…(however, this) was many years ago, long before Oz came out of the clouds to 

rule over this land. (p. 172) 
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The witch acts to destroy those who oppose her unless she can exploit them in some way 

to her benefit. The Wicked Witch of the West ruled by oppression. In addition to the individuals 

she enslaved to work for her prior to encountering Dorothy, the way she deals with Dorothy and 

the lion are to enslave them as well. The act of enslaving is a natural way of dealing with others 

for the witch. While Dorothy is given more freedom than the lion, she cannot leave the witches 

castle and is put to work cleaning, and when the witch cannot harness the lion, she states, “If I 

cannot harness you…I can starve you. You shall have nothing to eat until you do as I wish” (p. 

87). The witch has only one way of dealing with others and that is through oppression and 

control and when she cannot control, she acts to destroy. 

Dorothy is the exception among those with magic powers. Dorothy has magic powers 

because of the magic slippers she took from the Wicked Witch of the East and Glinda’s kiss 

upon her forehead which lets others know that she is under Glinda’s protection. Dorothy does not 

act to exploit her powers except when it provides her with voice. Dorothy immediately acts to 

solve her problem of being away from home. Dorothy repeatedly demonstrates agency as she 

encounters obstacle after obstacle on her journey to find a way to return home, she is not deterred 

and presses forward. Dorothy’s voice is mostly given through the power she possesses. The 

power she has provides her with a voice that others will listen. 

All of the humans and creatures who are subordinated in The Wizard of Oz are dominated 

through the use of fear. Those that dominate are few while those who are subordinated are great 

in number. Power in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is used for the purpose of controlling and those 

that cannot be controlled are destroyed. It is worth mentioning that although most of the cultures 

and characters in The Wizard of Oz either dominate or are dominated; have power or are 

powerless; Dorothy, the scarecrow, the tinman, and the lion provide a counter to the power 
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dynamics at work in the story. Dorothy is the obvious leader of the group and is also the only 

human, there is a mutual respect and appreciation that works to a degree to counter the power 

dynamics. Each character is appreciated for what they can offer instead of being taken advantage 

of or considered less than for having flaws. 

Multiple Cultures Represented 

The opposite idea of cultures clashing is the idea of multiple cultures residing together. 

There are several books that have characters within the story that have multiple backgrounds. 

The books are: Tomas and the Library Lady, Frog and Toad Together, The Paper Crane, Little 

Bear, and Finn Family Moomintroll. Tomas and the Library Lady and Frog and Toad are similar 

in that they share only two differing cultures, whereas, the other stories have multiple differing 

cultures. 

Assimialated Pluralism and the Appearance of Racial Harmony 

Tomas and the Library Lady and Frog and Toad Together have characters of two 

differing backgrounds together in a story. Both stories are tales that demonstrate assimilated 

pluralism whereby everybody follows the same rules and characters appear racially harmonious. 

For the tale of Frog and Toad Together harmonious existence is expected as the characters are 

animals and there is not any real power struggle within the story. However, in Tomas and the 

Library Lady the same situation exists in which two individuals of different cultures come 

together in a harmonious manner. The systemic issues of social inequality are never broached in 

the story. The fault of not addressing social inequalities posed in the story is not the fault of the 

author as she is simply retelling a true tale. To view the book through a postcolonial lens and 

understand the issues of dominant cultures over oppressed cultures is a missed opportunity 

inherent in the nature of staying true to the story of Tomas Rivera. 
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A discussion of social inequalities is one natural follow-up to the story, though the story 

itself does not have any suggestion of multicultural democracy. Multicultural democracy occurs 

when a story “weighs the ethical and unethical uses of power” (Ching, 2005, pg. 132) as opposed 

to assimilated pluralism which tends to promote cultural awareness and sensitivity towards 

another culture. Promoting cultural awareness and sensitivity towards another culture is 

absolutely essential though it does not get at deeper issues which look at the inequality of power 

on a larger social scale. Solely using books that portray assimilated pluralism versus books that 

demonstrate multicultural democracy, despite their “strengths, these books, serve only half the 

purpose of multiculturalism in education…they do not directly address power. Hence, if one 

hopes to teach multiculturalism’s full complexity, one must venture into the latter sphere—

pluralism that manifests power” (p. 132). At the root of this argument is the case for the 

instruction of critical literacy in which power is looked at in a closer manner. 

Assimilated Pluralism and Limitations with Animal Characters 

The Paper Crane, Little Bear, and Finn Family Moomintroll all have more than two 

interacting cultures though in some respects are difficult books to address as many of the 

characters are not human, but are animals or fantastical characters. I address these books as if the 

animal characters are human and that there are multiple different kinds of animals similar to 

discussing books with multiple humans with different backgrounds. The drawback is that I 

cannot address the books with animals beyond stating that the animals are different. I cannot 

assign any specific cultural background to the animals which limits the findings. The Paper 

Crane, and The Wonderful World of Oz are the two books that have some humans and, Little 

Bear has animals, and Finn Family Moomintroll has fantastical characters. 
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The Paper Crane is a unique book in that it has characters representing many 

communities interacting together. The concern with The Paper Crane is that the book illustrates 

multiple cultures interacting together harmoniously, but does not even go as far as providing a 

cultural awareness angle. The multiple cultures represented are simply shown together with no 

explanation as to why this particular restaurant is such a gathering place for such a variety of 

people. The positive note is that it does show many cultures together which is better than a 

solitary isolated culture, but lacks any questioning of or reasons for all these cultures to be 

harmoniously together. The opposite side of this critique is that the The Paper Crane is also a 

retelling of a Japanese folk tale and Molly Bang, the author and illustrator probably tried to stay 

true to the original storyline which came from a single cultural perspective. 

In “Birthday Soup,” one of the stories in Little Bear all the characters are animals and 

there is no perceivable power dynamic at work between Little Bear and his friends; the hen, 

duck, and cat. There is a power dynamic between Little Bear and his mother as she is the adult 

and he is the child, but not between Little Bear and his friends. All the animal characters act 

together in harmony. This story provides little in the way of viewing power dynamics in groups 

with individuals with multiple backgrounds. The most that can be stated about this book is that it 

does demonstrate that individuals who are different can get along. 

Lastly, is Finn Family Moomintroll, a story of high fantasy with all the characters created 

from the author’s imagination. The Moomin family has the most power in this story as their 

home is the setting for most of the story. Friends and individuals who become friends visit and 

stay at the Moomin’s home, and much of the adventure is set around the Moomin’s home. In 

addition they are the only intact nuclear family which provides them with a kind of strength-in-

number power. In an earlier section, I stated that the Moomins were run from a patriarchal 
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stance; therefore, Moominpappa has the most power in this story. The only other individual with 

overt power in the story is the Hobgoblin who is a powerful magician and travels the universe 

with his flying panther, looking for the King's ruby. His appearance is intimidating, but in reality 

he does not pose a threat. The only character that does not fit in with the harmonious accord at 

the Moomin home is the Groke. Not much at all is written about the Groke, accept that she 

shows up one night at the Moomins and though she does not do anything besides stand for a 

while outside of their home, “you felt that she was terribly evil.” The reality in the story is that 

she was not evil, but very lonely and therefore a coldness radiated from her and was dangerous 

for others to be near her though she posed no real danger. 

The culture clashes that occurred throughout the books addressed happen when there is a 

struggle for power and control. In Little House in the Big Woods, and The Wonderful Wizard of 

Oz the power and control conflicts are much more overt than they are in Tomas and the Library 

Lady. In Tomas and the Library Lady an understanding of the circumstances of the migrant 

worker and Mexican Americans history within this country helps in understanding the power 

structure and the oppression migrants have dealt. The two most telling stories are Little House in 

the Big Woods and Tomas and the Library Lady because they are based on real people and 

events and therefore portray real circumstances of oppression and dominance that occurred in 

our country’s history. The other books all portray tales of assimilated pluralism in which 

harmony amongst everybody exists without any real look at more critical questions around 

power dynamics that occur when individuals from various backgrounds come together. 

Opportunity Given Versus Opportunity Deprived or Taken 

Part of the critique of postcolonial and feminist theory surrounds the power dynamics of 

those of white European descent or male gendered individuals’ seizure and control of power over 
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those of non-white European descent or of the female gender. One of the benefits of being of 

white European descent or of the male gender in this country has been that certain opportunities 

were afforded, whereas if an individual was not of white European descent or male gender 

certain opportunities were taken or deprived. The books in which the theme of opportunity 

provided or given versus opportunity taken or deprived are divided into three categories.  

Land Provided and Taken Away 

I will address Little House in the Big Woods by itself because it is based on real events 

and as previously mention is the only story with a historical background that includes laws that 

physically acquires ownership of property directly from a people. Tomas and the Library Lady 

and Family Pictures are also true stories though the texts are not as directly linked to concrete 

documentation of something being taken, rather much of these two stories may show what 

opportunities have been deprived.  The other stories: Mr. Popper’s Penguins and Finn Family 

Moomintroll are both fiction and were discussed in the section on gender stereotyping. 

Little House in the Big Woods is set during a time period in U.S. history in which the 

government and by extension white European descendants routinely took from the Indigenous 

population. At the beginning of the text, Laura states, “There were no people. There were only 

trees and the wild animals who had their homes among them” (p. 1). The reality is that Native 

Americans “had been living there for thousands of years before the first European explorers 

ventured in to the region.” (History of Pepin County) Several of the tribes that made their home 

around Pepin Wisconsin were the Woodlands People, the Oneota, Dakota, and Ojibwa (Lurie, 

2002). 

Also, as stated earlier, acts such as the Homestead Act and the Indian Removal Act 

worked to take away and deprive Native Americans of more than their land. In many ways 
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taking away Indian lands acted to take away their way of living, the main component of their 

food source, and their economy. Protecting hunting domains and their food source was important 

for Indians’ economies as the North American Indians shared their world with free roaming 

animals that provided them with both food and skins for trading (Fixico, 2013). Placing Indians 

on reservations took away the way that they obtained food and the source of their bartering 

power. Lastly, Indians similar to the African American, Uncle Ned mentioned in the song pa 

sang were deprived of U.S. citizenship until 1924 (Americaslibrary.gov) even though African 

Americans had been granted citizenship by the 14
th

 amendment in 1868 (Library of Congress) it 

took another 56 years to give citizenship to the individuals who were here prior to Europeans. 

Opportunity Deprived for Mexican Americans 

Tomas and the Library Lady and Family Pictures are also stories based true events and 

both deal with Mexican American characters.  Tomas and the Library Lady tells the story of a 

family of Mexican American migrant workers. The character Tomas is based on Tomas Rivera 

who grew up to be chancellor at a California university. His story is a good counter story to 

many migrant stories. 

Other migrant stories illustrate the harsh circumstances that existed for migrant workers 

such as working conditions, low wages and poverty, and the lack of educational opportunities 

(Atkin, 1993; Brimner, 1982; Jim nez, 1997; Martinez 2002) to name a few hardships faced by 

migrant workers. As Tomas and the Library Lady demonstrates, inherent in the migrant 

condition is that they are not afforded the opportunity to settle and grow roots in a community. It 

was not until Cesar Chavez organized workers in the 1970’s that migrant workers even had a 

voice in their treatment and conditions. At the beginning of the 20th century, most Mexican-

Americans and Mexican migrant workers across the country, but especially in the Southwest 
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were absorbed into a structure of oppressive labor. This practice stretched westward from the 

South in an extension of Jim Crow practices (Vargas, 2005). Mexican-American males were 

limited to the lowest stratums of labor, while females who did not work along men in the fields, 

labored in agricultural processing or worked as domestics or in sweatshops. The practices of 

discrimination and oppression were not confined to the work place as educational systems 

restricted Mexican-Americans to disadvantaged barrios that provided inferior educational 

systems that helped to reinforce the cycle of oppression (2005). 

In Family Pictures the circumstances are different as there is the opportunity for a home 

and roots for a larger extended family and community. However, beyond community many 

similar stereotypes, prejudices, and practices worked to deprive Mexican Americans of better 

opportunities for education, and jobs with higher wages. Inherent in any discussion of Mexican 

Americans in the Southwest is also the real possibility of them encountering discriminatory 

practices. Many Jim Crow laws and practices were not exclusive to treatment of blacks, but 

extended to Mexican Americans, and Indians (Wormser, 2003).       

 

Females Deprived Opportunities and/or Restricted Opportunities 

Lastly, several books have already been discussed in the section on gender stereotyping, 

but with regards to the theme of opportunities taken or deprived, these books necessitate a 

revisit. The books Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll, Little House in the Big 

Woods, Family Pictures, and Tomas and the Library Lady have all previously been mentioned 

with regards to varying degrees of oppression or stereotyping of females. The first four books 

mentioned do not provide any reason to assume that there are any opportunities available to the 
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females in these stories as the females are only extensions in some way of the family as a whole, 

and act within the perimeters of that position. 

Tomas and the Library Lady provides a different view of opportunities for females. The 

librarian in the story is a female that works outside of the home. The profession is stereotypical, 

similar to that of a teacher or nurse, one that has been long considered a woman’s job. That 

stereotype does not diminish the fact that of all the books in the text set this is the only book that 

shows a women working outside of the home. Tomas’ mother is another example of a female 

working outside of the home even if it is within the context of the family working together as a 

unit in the fields. 

Several other books beg the question as to what kind of opportunity do the stories provide 

for the female. The question is hard to answer because many of the stories do not have enough 

text to draw conclusions, but the question should still be asked with regards to the stories; Little 

Bear, and Pancakes for Breakfast. Both the mother in Little Bear and the woman in Pancakes for 

Breakfast are only seen in dresses and in the home, so the question is whether there are any 

opportunities for these characters though none are readily presented. 

There were nine books in the text set that were not included in this section of the analysis. 

Of the nine books, eight did not yield any data when it came to the theme of culture clashes 

and/or displacement based on that clash. However, there was one book, Put Me in the Zoo that I 

was unsure how the theme applied. When I originally thought of cultural displacement, I thought 

of humans; however, animals are taken out of their natural habitats and separated from family 

members to be placed in zoos for human perusal. This could be a stretch, but a zoo is an 

unmitigated habitat of displaced animals. 
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Books Not Mentioned 

Several books in the text set were not covered by any theme. Independent stories not 

covered are: Are You My Mother? Green Eggs and Ham, Hi! Fly Guy, and the one book from the 

read aloud books is Kitten’s First Full Moon. None of the information gathered from these books 

when viewed through a critical postcolonial or feminist lens provided information that fit into 

one of the patterns that came about when viewing the rest of the text set. Are You My Mother? 

has implications from a feminist lens, and Put Me in the Zoo has implications in referencing the 

idea of “othering” from postcolonial theory, but the information gathered did not fit with the 

larger themes. 

Critical Postcolonial and Critical Feminist Analysis Discussion 

My aim in the analysis and this discussion is not to disparage the CCSS text set, but 

rather to draw attention to several shortcomings. The CCSS text set has some problematic texts, 

as earlier stated, with respect to whether the books are developmentally appropriate. However, 

the text set is also wanting in the range and diversity of characters that could make the content 

more interesting to a greater number of students. The collection lacks multicultural characters 

and at times misrepresents people of color and females; which, as a result does not support these 

individuals to the utmost as readers. This oversight in the literature selection may well affect the 

perspective of people of color and female children toward reading and/or their own identities. 

The critical analyses revealed several concerns with the kindergarten/first grade CCSS 

text set. The text set does not have much ethnic representation. Looking back to the descriptive 

analysis, of the ten books that have human main characters, the representation of people of color 

based on numbers alone is not terribly off. Although as stated earlier, books need to be 

representational of a specific class or school demographics. The real issue with the representation 
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of the books is twofold: who is telling and illustrating the stories, and what kinds of 

representations are being put forth. Lastly, how does this information inform our understanding 

of the reading process? 

Looking at who is telling and illustrating the stories in many ways is more telling than 

looking at the main characters, as the main characters show greater diversity than the authors and 

illustrators. Add in the books that do not have humans as main characters, but have animals and 

only three of the eighteen books in the text set have authors or illustrators of color. For the most 

part insiders from marginalized communities are telling their own stories. The two exceptions are 

the two foreign folktales that are retold and illustrated by white authors and illustrators. Of the 

two folktales only A Story, A Story raises questions regarding the portrayal of the main character 

that looks to be a hungry starving African male walking out of the jungle. Whether this portrayal 

was imagined by Gail E. Haley, or she encountered a similar rendering some place is unknown. 

The reality is that this portrayal of a black man is the only portrayal of a black man in the text 

set. Molly Bang presents a much more harmonious portrayal of cultures in The Paper Crane 

without any noted stereotypes, but does not present any power dynamics at work between 

multiple cultures interacting.  

When it comes to the authentic representation of characters in the text set, the text set 

fares well as only one portrayal of people of color is stereotyped due to an outsider’s rendition, 

not to underscore that the stereotype in A Story, A Story is problematic. In several cases other 

books are authentic, but dated which is also problematic as it does not provide images that 

students find in their community today. When discussing what kinds of representations are being 

put forth; too many of the books that have characters of color are stand-alone portrayals. Stand-

alone portrayals are problematic because the portrayal provides a narrow and particular view of a 
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people based on one representation. The solidary portrayal becomes a representation of a larger 

community as there are no other portrayals to provide a more well-rounded portrayal. 

In addition, in several cases the portrayals of characters of color and females are 

misrepresentations. Therefore, the portrayals that are put forth by the CCSS text set are at times 

incorrect, outdated, and misleading of people of color and females. When we look at what books 

are available in this set, especially for students of color to engage with, characters that look like 

them or someone they know or have experienced in their community are not available. When we 

look at what books are available for girls, there are not female portrayals that young girls can 

recognize and engage with on a repeated basis based on their lives in the 21
st
 century. 

The CCSS kindergarten/first grade text set is problematic as a core reading list in 

kindergarten and first grade classrooms because of problems with representation and student 

levels. The set has several significant problems that have to do with issues around cultural 

representation. Some of the major issues with this set of books with regard to representation is 

the lack of characters of color, the misrepresentation or stereotyping of females and people of 

color, and a general lack of representation of authors and illustrators of color. The set also is 

problematic when considering the cumulative effect multiple characteristics that may not be 

developmentally appropriate for students can have on students’ reading. A primary focus of any 

kindergarten or first grade teacher is supporting beneficial read alouds and independent reading 

practice that help facilitate reading acquisition.  

A Question of Representation (Accuracy and Authenticity) 

Representation in literature is compromised when accuracy or authenticity is problematic. 

However, representation can also be compromised when a book’s portrayals, while accurate and 

authentic, either show a dated or limited view of a group. In this way a portrayal is not 
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representative as a current and viable depiction. Marginalized characters are present in several of 

the text set books, though the diversity in the range of ethnicities is small. Of the marginalized 

characters present, their representation of current and viable depictions of marginalized groups in 

which students could associate is almost nonexistent. The number of books with characters of 

color is not problematic, but the representation and lack of representation of characters is 

problematic. 

Most of the stereotypes in the CCSS text sets can be attributed to the age of the books and 

the time period the books were written or the memories that were written about. When Laura 

Ingall Wilder wrote her story in 1932 about her childhood in the 1890’s, treatment of females 

and people of color was different than it is today. Her story while historical fiction is accurate to 

what she remembered. This does not discount the stereotypes and/or dated portrayals of 

American Indians, and females put forth in the story. However, the most recent book with a 

stereotype is A Story, A Story written in 1970 which cannot be attributed to a time long ago. 

Though the story is a folktale set in Africa, by 1970 Haley should have been more cognizant of 

the portrayal she was putting forth. 

Cultural authenticity is a topic in children’s literature and especially with regard to 

multicultural literature that always “seems to resurface continuously, always eliciting strong 

emotions and a wide range of perspectives.” (Short & Fox, 2003, p. 3) Sims Bishop (2003) 

defines cultural authenticity as “the extent to which a book reflects the worldview of a specific 

cultural group and the authenticating details of language and everyday life for members of that 

cultural group” (p. 5). Cultural authenticity is a representation of a culture in its totality ranging 

from the physical appearance of the characters to the more abstract portrayal of their behaviors, 

attitudes, beliefs, and values, etc. (Bishop, 1997). 
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When looking at the text set for cultural accuracy and authenticity the set fares well as the 

marginally of the books are accurate and authentic for the time period.  Many females were 

predominantly in the house performing the domestic work and males were predominantly out of 

the home working. Many of the stereotypes of people of color and women were authentically 

held by the dominant culture at the time the books were written. The problem is that the text sets 

are lacking in their representation of females and people of color as current and viable portrayals 

of individuals students recognize and can identify. 

Another issue regarding the cultural authenticity of a work can include consideration of 

the cultural background of the author and the illustrator. Some individuals believe that the author 

and the illustrator of a story should be a member of the cultural, ethnic or racial group the story is 

about (Seto, 2003).  Discussions of authenticity often come down to the issue of the author’s and 

illustrator’s status as an insider or an outsider of the culture (Fox & Short, 2003). The debate 

especially is heated around the authenticity of multicultural stories and who is putting forth the 

representations and whether individuals not from a culture can authentically represent that 

culture.   Mikkelsen (1998) poses numerous questions regarding the consequences that can take 

place if an outsider does not portray characters or a culture authentically. Mikkelsen asks: 

What about the insiders of the culture being inaccurately presented who are made 

to feel demeaned, especially when these insiders are children just coming to grips with 

issues of identity, heritage, and self-esteem? Do we really want children--insiders or 

outsiders--bonding with inauthentic books? And what happens when they are left to do 

so? And what about children who are outsiders of the culture being mistakenly presented 

and are misled to feel that all belief systems are identical to their own; that all people's 
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feelings, perceptions, propensities are the same as theirs--or that theirs is the one that 

counts? (p. 34) 

Considering Mikkelsen’s comments, implementation of the CCSS text set does present 

concerns regarding books that provide inauthentic representations. 

Conclusion 

Reading across these texts through critical postcolonial and feminist lenses brought to 

light several issues that are problematic especially when using these books with kindergarten and 

first grade students. The themes that are problematic are: the predominant emphasis of 

patriarchal values found in books that have intact nuclear families, stereotypical portrayals of 

females in traditional roles, stereotypes of  “others” as represented through people of color, 

culture clashes versus cultures in harmony versus consideration of multiple perspectives, and 

lastly, opportunity given/provided versus opportunity deprived/taken.  

When an idea or theme is repeated across several books in a text set it disseminates the 

message to readers and listeners that this is an acceptable norm. Several themes disseminated 

across the Common Core K-1 texts when viewed collectively is not acceptable especially 

considering todays demographically diverse classrooms. More cultural diversity is needed within 

Common Core’s book selection. In addition, character authenticity and books without a biased 

perspective must be a qualification for books shared with students. 
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CHAPTER SIX: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

 This final chapter provides a summary of the findings and implications from the study 

that have relevance in the field of education. The first section of this chapter makes available a 

short review of the rationale behind the study followed by a summary of the findings. A 

discussion of the most significant findings follows the summary. The second portion of this 

chapter focuses on the implications based on the significant findings. Two of the three 

implications directly advocate for critical literacy instruction. The third implication addresses the 

concern regarding the power local policy makers possess and at times use hastily without full 

understanding of a policy’s intent. 

Schools are presently emphasizing the use of the CCSS K-1 read aloud and independent 

story text exemplar books in the classroom (Short, 2013). Therefore, understanding the content 

of the text exemplar set serves as a vital step in understanding the impact of these texts on a 

highly diverse U.S. student population. The impact on students goes back to the argument made 

throughout this document that literature affects student motivation and engagement to read as 

well as students’ rights to encounter literature without racism or sexism. Students have the right 

to view themselves in the literature they read. The problem with students of color predominantly 

reading books with white characters is that instead of seeing images of themselves on the pages, 

they only see white characters having experiences, adventures and fulfilling dreams. The 

experiences, adventures, dreams and ambitions in most children’s literature are those of white 

protagonists. The lack of representation in literature of protagonists of color carries the message 

to readers of color that white individuals in society are most important. The obvious implication 

for students of color is that they are less inclined to want to read more books about white 

protagonists. The author, Matt de la Pena (2014) recently stated that he encountered this very 
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situation growing up and did not read an entire novel until he was in college. The Color Purple 

was the first story that spoke to him, one with characters of color that became his “gateway to 

literature.” Without this experience, de la Pena may not have become an active reader or author 

he is today. 

This research study applied qualitative content analysis through the use of both a 

descriptive and a critical lens to examine each individual book within the text exemplar set. The 

close examination of each book sought to answer two research questions. What are the 

characteristics of the CCSS K-1 text exemplars? What cultural representations are present in the 

CCSS K-1 text exemplars? The first research question was answered with information gathered 

from the descriptive analysis. The second question was primarily answered with information 

gathered from the critical analysis, although the descriptive analysis also provided some limited 

insight. The books were read multiple times in order to chunk and rechunk information until all 

themes demonstrating dominant and/or subordinate instances across the text sets were 

satisfactorily identified. After examining the individual books, the collective content of the text 

exemplar sets were critically analyzed to determine if the text sets provide an authentic and 

diverse representation of U.S. society. 

One of the key concerns in conducting this research was establishing an understanding of 

what types of representations are present in the text exemplar books. In order to answer this 

query, it was advantageous for me to consider each book in the text exemplar sets through two 

lenses. Each lens offered the opportunity to evaluate the text exemplar sets based upon specific 

societal power dynamics represented in the individual books. This study used a critical frame 

which considered the text exemplar sets through a critical postcolonial lens and a feminist lens. 
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Postcolonialism was used to examine imperialist occurrences within the individual books 

included in the text exemplar sets. A postcolonial frame is appropriate for analysis of literary 

texts produced in countries and by cultures that have been occupied and come under the rule of a 

colonial power at some point in its history. A postcolonial frame is also appropriate for analysis 

of books written about colonized spaces by writers from the colonizing culture. Considering 

literature through a postcolonial lens examines influence of European cultural norms within the 

text exemplar sets as well as the biased and underrepresentation of non-dominate cultures. A 

feminist lens also examines the underrepresentation of another group. A feminist lens was used 

to examine the text exemplar books from the prospective of power dynamics between males and 

females. A feminist frame challenges assumptions which are often made about women, and in 

this case, in a postcolonial space. Colonialism and patriarchy have often been historically linked. 

Though the formal end of British imperialism occurred over five decades ago, the end of the 

British Empire did not stop the oppression of women in former British colonies. 

When conducting a critical analysis of a text set, examining descriptive characteristics of 

individual books remains an important step to gaining a comprehensive understanding of the 

collective impact of the text set. Therefore, as part of analyzing the content of each book, the 

following descriptive characteristics were examined: age, length, lexile, interest level, student 

preferences, ethnicity of individual characters, and author’s ethnicity. A descriptive analysis 

describes the main features of a collection and its aim is to provide a summary of the data set. 

Unlike a critical analysis which draws many of its main conclusions from text inferences, 

descriptive analysis draws its main conclusions from more objective textual sources.  
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Findings 

Descriptive Analysis 

The descriptive analysis exposed several patterns across the texts, though four patterns 

are particularly interesting as three interconnect around the theme of power imbalances. Several 

of the books have outdated gender roles as well as more than a two to one ratio of male main 

characters to female main characters. Several books have outdated language that has the potential 

to be offensive to non-dominant populations; and a disproportionate number of the authors are 

white. These findings demonstrate a pattern within the text sets which is not advantageous for 

engaging and acts to reinforce outdated ideas and stereotypes. These three findings lend 

themselves and underpin similar findings understood from the critical analysis. Lastly the 

descriptive analysis revealed that several of the books have an interest level above that of most 

K-1 students. When checking such resources as Scholastic or the Children's Literature 

Comprehensive Database several rated the interest level of these books as above a kindergarten 

or first grade interest level.  

The descriptive analysis revealed the following patterns: 

Outdated gender roles. Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn 

Family Moomintroll, Family Pictures, Tomas and the Library Lady, and Little Bear had some 

form of outdated gender role. 

Outdated language. The Wizard of Oz, Little House in the Big Woods, Mr Popper’s 

Penguins each contained outdated and potentially offensive language. 

Book length. The length of The Wizard of Oz, and Little House in the Big Woods exceeds 

200 pages. 
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Lexile level. Four of the read aloud books are at an lexile level too advanced for K-1: The 

Wizard of Oz, Little House in the Big Woods, Mr Popper’s Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll. 

All of the independent story books are appropriate for K-1 independent reading. 

Interest level. Five of the ten read aloud books had interest levels above K-1: The Wizard 

of Oz, Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll, and 

Family Pictures. All of the independent books are at an appropriate interest level. 

Student preference. Thirteen of the eighteen stories have male main characters. There is 

not enough content that favors students preference to motivate students. Two books Mr. 

Popper’s Penguins and Tomas and the Library Lady have clear cut interests. Mr. Popper’s 

Penguins is penguins and Tomas and the Library Lady is stories. 

Everyday and fantastical situations. Three of the read alouds were fantasies, and two of 

the three were high fantasies. All of the independent stories were everyday situations, though 

four of the independent stories had fantasy elements in the stories. Those stories are: Green Eggs 

and Ham, Put Me in the Zoo, Owl at Home, Hi! Fly Guy. 

Ethnic representation. Seven of the ten read alouds had white authors with the other 

books having, one Chinese American, and two Mexican American authors. The books with white 

authors are: The Wizard of Oz, Little House in the Big Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn 

Family Moomintroll, A Story A Story, The Paper Crane, and Kitten’s First Full Moon. Looking 

at the ethnic background of the illustrators yielded the same findings. The main characters for the 

same books had different findings. Three of the read alouds had white main characters, one 

white/Asian, one African American, one Chinese, two Mexican-American, and two non-

discernible. 
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Critical Postcolonial and Critical Feminist Summary 

The critical postcolonial and feminist analysis exposed important patterns across the 

texts. Four patterns reinforce outdated ideas and stereotypes in the same vein revealed by the 

descriptive analysis findings. However, the critical postcolonial and critical feminist analysis 

also found several instances in which two patterns challenge traditional stereotypical norms, 

drawing a distinction from the descriptive analysis findings. The four patterns which reinforced 

outdated ideas and stereotypes from the critical postcolonial and critical feminist analysis are that 

patriarchal dominance was demonstrated in multiple books, females were stereotyped, others 

were stereotyped, and power imbalances across cultures were not questioned in multiple books. 

Lastly, two books challenged traditional stereotypes of females and the norm. 

The critical postcolonial and critical feminist analysis of the text exemplar set revealed 

the following:   

Emphasis of patriarchal values in books with intact nuclear families. Four of the 

books in the text set have to varying degrees families structured on variations of a patriarchal 

system in which the father holds the most power. Those books are: Little House in the Big 

Woods, Mr. Popper’s Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll, and Family Pictures. 

Stereotyping of females. Seven of the books in the text set have varying stereotypes of 

females that act to place them in subordinate positions in the family and/or society. These books 

are: Little House in the Big Woods, Mr Popper’s Penguins, Finn Family Moomintroll, Family 

Pictures, Tomas and the Library Lady, Little Bear, and Pancakes for Breakfast. Two books 

challenge the stereotype of the female as subordinate. These books are: The Wonderful Wizard of 

Oz and Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from China. 
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Stereotyping of others. Five of the eighteen books contain stereotyping of others based 

on characteristic besides gender. The books are: Little House in the Big Woods; A Story, A Story; 

Family Pictures, Tomas and the Library Lady, and Little Bear. 

Culture or power clash and possible displacement as a consequence. Two of the 

books in the text set had this occurrence, while another five of the books provided mixed cultural 

interaction with no real questioning of the power dynamic at work. The books with clashes are: 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and Little House in the Big Woods. The five books that show 

characters in harmonious situations are: Finn Family Moomintroll, The Paper Crane, Tomas and 

the Library Lady, Little Bear, and Frog and Toad Together. 

Opportunity given or provided versus opportunity deprived or taken. Five of the 

eighteen books illustrated this theme. Two books in particular illustrate opportunities given or 

provided and those same two books plus an additional two books demonstrate opportunities 

deprived or taken. The books are: Little House in the Big Woods, Family Pictures, Tomas and 

the Li rary Lady, Mr. Popper’s Penguins and Finn Family Moomintroll. 

Challenging norms. Two of the books, despite having postcolonial or feminist concerns, 

still provided examples of characters that challenge the norm. These books are: The Wonderful 

World of Oz, and Tomas and the Library Lady. 

Books not mentioned. Several books within the text set did not have material that had 

postcolonial or feminist concerns and therefore were not addressed in the critical analysis, but 

were still covered in the descriptive analysis. Those books are: Are You My Mother; Green Eggs 

and Ham; Put Me in the Zoo; Hi! Fly Guy, and Kitten’s First Full Moon. 
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The two most significant findings to come from this research are the critiques that books 

on the CCSS list do not contain enough representation of people of color, and that the list puts 

forth several negative images of females and people of color. I have always been disheartened in 

classrooms where students must endure old canonical literature, whether in a kindergarten 

classroom or high school, without also being able to read contemporary literature. I want there to 

be literature in classrooms that students want to read, so it is disconcerting that outdated 

literature was selected for the most part above modern, relevant titles. As the demographics of 

our society shift so should the literature that is found in classrooms and school libraries. 

Curriculum should be designed to prepare students for citizenship in a 21
st
 century democratic 

society by considering all members of society. 

At times I wonder why teachers continue to use literature from predominantly white 

authors with almost exclusively white characters, instead of embracing authors and characters 

from all backgrounds. There are a number of reasons, but two that come immediately to mind. 

First, many teachers remain personally unfamiliar with titles outside of the current traditional 

literary canon. Second, when teachers come across a book title of interest from a background 

other than white, they may often be uncertain of the literary merit and cultural authenticity of a 

diverse title. If a teacher is unfamiliar with a title and does not know someone who has read the 

book, the teacher’s inquiry regarding the book could possibly end. Additionally, the possibility 

of incorporating such a book into the classroom may not occur because teachers lack  

background in the book. In addition lists such as the ones put out by the CCSS of text exemplars 

that predominantly offer titles written by white authors with white characters sends a message 

that reinforces the almost exclusive use of the traditional canon of English literature. Finally, by 
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not including a greater diversity of books we are leaving out thousands of great authors and 

books of literature from around the globe. Simon During, (1997) a literary theorist stated: 

Today, a student is no longer a blank to be filled by education, but a developed 

personality making rational choices. This permits the academy to move away from its 

aim to inculcate students with an autonomous, balanced personhood based on the reading 

of a traditional canon. By the same stroke, it opens the way for identities that once went 

unrecognized…ethnic, sexual, gendered, classed identities…Thus, as cultural studies 

rejects the old way of thinking which thought of as the ideal nation as possessing one 

history, one culture, one ethnicity, one sexuality and one language. (p. 102) 

Some educators believe that by reading books written by white English and American 

authors from the literary canon, students are exposed to the epitome of English language. There 

is a prevalent belief that students become educated through the exposure to children’s books of 

the traditional literary canon; however, students are also interested in contemporary literature 

that is relevant to their lives today. During (1997) supports the stance that the traditional literary 

canon of children’s literature may and should be altered as society and their needs change as well 

as encouraging the study of new types of literary works. Students of today are different from 

both the students of yesterday and of tomorrow. The literary canon used in schools must adapt 

with each new generation of students. As the composition of society and social perspectives 

change, so must the literature taught in schools change in order to remain relevant and connected 

to students’ lives. During understands that the future of the literary canon has a significant 

impact in student development more so than the writers of the CCSS. As society grows and 

changes, any literary canon must adjust in order to reflect modern society and remain relevant to 

modern readers. By the turn of the 20
th

 century, major educational theorists had come to consider 
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the acquisition of knowledge to be a process in which individual experiences play a significant 

role in influencing the learning process. Learning theory has progressed beyond considering 

learning as a limited static experience. Professor Sidney Ratner (1951), an expert in the theories 

and philosophies of John Dewey, described the impact of naturalism on learning theory. Ratner 

stated that after Darwin’s contributions to science, the process of thinking came to be considered 

a natural “mode of adaptation to the conditions which generated it” (p. 446).  Today one 

adaptation necessary in education is to adjust the literary canon used in schools to be more 

inclusive of a diverse society and authentic in the representation of all peoples. 

Implications 

The purpose of research is to inform action.  Thus, any study should seek to contextualize 

its findings within the larger body of research.  Research must always be high quality in order to 

produce knowledge that is applicable outside of the research setting with implications that go 

beyond the immediate research at hand.  Furthermore, the results of a study should have 

implications for policy and projected implementation. 

The findings of this study related to the CCSS text sets and have several implications 

when considering teacher educators, classroom teachers, and local policy makers. These 

implications stem from the findings that the text sets do not have enough authentic 

representations of characters of color, and at times derogatory representations of characters of 

color and females. Teacher educators face the implication that there is a need for explicit critical 

literacy instruction for pre-service teachers. There is also the need within education programs for 

exposing pre-service students to multicultural children’s literature as well as to resources for 

locating these books. The implications for classroom teachers is that they need to present well 

rounded perspectives of cultures as well as putting time, thought, and practice in to read alouds. 
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Good and beneficial read alouds do not just happen, they come about when a teacher understands 

the importance of the practice and plans accordingly. The implications presented in this chapter 

all implicitly affect students motivation to read and literacy development. 

Most students entering kindergarten are excited to learn how to read. Unfortunately, by 

the time students are ready to enter middle school many students no longer hold the same 

feelings of excitement for reading, but rather feel an aversion towards reading altogether 

(Guthrie & Knowles, 2001; McKenna, Kear, and Ellsworth, 1995; Scholastic, 2008). This 

discouraging occurrence whereby students lose interest in reading has led those in the field of 

education to consider what practices may cause this manifestation. More importantly, educators 

need to consider what practices are more likely to preserve students’ feelings of excitement, 

interest and motivation toward reading.   

This loss of student interest in reading is connected to my initial research questions. 

Specifically my research questions illuminate the possible CCSS impact upon student motivation 

to read. My initial two questions for this research were: What are the characteristics of these text 

sets as a collection? What cultural representations are in the text sets? The answers to these two 

questions were laid out in the data analysis and summary and are further addressed within the 

context of this discussion on implications. The initial research questions were asked with regard 

to CCSS K-1 read aloud and independent stories text sets listed in appendix B. The findings 

suggest some cause for concern when these books make their way into the hands of K-1 teachers 

and students. There are several books that fair well when critiqued for both the descriptive and 

critical analyses, though not all books fair well. Several books proved to have areas of concern 

for use with K-1 students. The text sets are problematic in two areas especially when considering 
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student engagement. There is a lack of books that have representation of people of color and also 

in the authentic representation of characters of color and females.      

Essential to the instruction of reading, and especially important to K-1 teachers because 

their students are emergent readers, is the fostering of intrinsic motivation in their students to 

read and engage with literature. The implications from the data analysis fall into two areas which 

affect intrinsic motivation.  Intrinsic motivation is affected by both practical and aesthetic 

determiners, and often the aesthetic qualities are more important to a student’s overall motivation 

and engagement with literature. The more direct and/or practical implications have to do with a 

book’s length, lexile level, interest level, and the distinction between stories with everyday 

situations or those with fantastical situations. The more indirect implications in a book or text set 

have to do with the portrayal of ethnic representations, gender roles, issues of language, 

dominant groups over subordinate groups, and stereotyped images of subordinate groups. 

Factors that influence a student’s motivation to read are paramount to the reading process 

and to the overall success of a student’s reading achievement. During the critical early years of 

reading development, children must be supported and nurtured in both the affective and 

cognitive aspects of literacy development (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Lau & Cheung, 1988; 

Oldfather, 1993; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991).  One aspect of 

Cambourne's (1988) model of literacy learning proposes that fostering motivation and reading 

development occurs when children are immersed in a book-rich environment. A book-rich 

environment though should not be considered book rich based on the number of books alone. 

Book-rich should mean that a classroom contains plenty of books with which each student can 

engage. Thus, a book-rich classroom has an equal representation of the multiple backgrounds of 
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all students and authentic representations of those students’ cultural, religious, and racial 

backgrounds.  

Even prior to Nancy Larrick’s call for multicultural literature for young readers in her 

1965 article, “The All White World of Children’s Books,” figures such as Langston Hughes and 

W.E.B. Du Bois, acknowledged the need for providing black children with other views of 

themselves than those provided by the dominant white authors of the times (MacCann, 2001; 

Bishop, 2003). Larrick’s article which came several decades later also centered on the 

importance of children being able to see themselves in a text and/or illustration of a book. An 

important aspect of literature for students is the ability to see images, experiences, and histories 

that reflect those of the culture to the groups they belong because the possibility exists for these 

students to make a stronger connection with a text because of the direct relation to one’s own life 

(Sciurba, 2011).  

The call for more equity in literary representation of people of color still needs 

championing. The implication for including and increasing the use of multicultural literature for 

marginalized students is to provide opportunities to have a deeper textual connection with 

literature. Cai (2002) contends: 

From the perspective of marginalized ethnic groups, this new category of 

literature is not alien or exotic at all. Instead, it represents their world, reflecting their 

images and voices. When it is incorporated into the curriculum, children from these 

groups find characters with whom to identify in the books they read in school. (p. 11) 

The association Cai makes between marginalized students and multicultural literature is 

that children from “marginalized ethnic groups” will have a more natural tendency to identify or 

connect with multicultural literature because (if the literature is authentic) the stories will be their 
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own or will be ones they are familiar with. The assumption is that children of color will more 

strongly connect to literature in which they see what they are familiar with. Marginalized 

students should be afforded the opportunity to view their images and stories and benefit as 

readers from a deeper connection. Given that many marginalized students have spent time in 

classrooms and around literature that has been written and validated by the dominant white 

society, having the opportunity to connect with more familiar stories  characters orcan increase 

their motivation to read and engage with literature (Hefflin, 1993; Hoffman, 2010; Nevell, 1999; 

Parker 2008; Sims, 1983; Smith, 1995; Spears-Bunton, 1990). 

 Tovani (2000) stated that comprehension and making meaning is the ultimate goal of 

reading and so, implementing practices that are beneficial to that end would make sense (p.17). 

Therefore the inclusion of authentic multicultural literature and the exclusion of literature laden 

with stereotypes is a practice that benefits both marginalized and white students. Student reading 

engagement is needed for comprehension and increasing engagement is facilitated when students 

are interested in the text (Karolides, 2000).  

To support the position of increasing authentic multicultural literature and weeding out 

literature that puts forth stories and images that stereotype or misrepresent marginalized groups, 

Karolides (2000) maintains that several requisites must occur in order for a transaction with 

literature to take place. A transaction must take place in order for a reader to connect with a text. 

Several of these requisites include that: the text is, “within the grasp of the reader” (p. 6), and the 

reader must be an active participant. Motivation is a strong indicator that a reader will be an 

active participant. Karolides also states that language, situation, characters, and certain topics can 

act to deter comprehension and prevent engagement. Stories that stereotype, misrepresent, and/or 

are offensive could be reasons that prevent engagement. Another consideration that can also 
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interfere with student engagement and the transaction is if the student has insufficient 

background experiences related to a particular text. If the preponderance of literature is written 

by white authors, and has predominantly white characters opportunities for background 

knowledge would be greatest among white students and less so among marginalized groups. In 

order to provide equity, a range of books from of range of authors and backgrounds is 

appropriate.  

Lastly, Karolides notes that a reader’s willingness to engage with a text is essential for a 

transaction to occur. Willingness is closely linked to motivation and a desire to engage. As 

demonstrated through the increase in motivation and engagement of  marginalized students with 

literature when provided with opportunities to read multicultural literature; their willingness to 

engage increased (Hefflin, 1993; Hoffman, 2010; Nevell, 1999; Parker 2008; Sims, 1983; Smith, 

1995; Spears-Bunton, 1990).  

Implications for Teacher Educators 

According to Hong (2000), “Teacher educators across the nation face the challenging 

task of better preparing pre-service teachers to work with students of diverse cultural 

backgrounds” (p. 135). According to the findings of Agee (2004) and Athanases and Oliveira 

(2008), two major factors have significant impact on novice teachers’ ability to implement or 

constrain the implementation of multicultural goals in classrooms: school administrators and 

staff support, and secondly, the extent to which teacher education programs prepare teachers in 

understanding multicultural education. In order to provide pre-service teachers with better 

knowledge and skills for teaching in today’s society, teacher educators need to prepare pre-

service teachers in critical ways of thinking and critical pedagogical practices that connect 

meaningful and relevant academics with their future students’ cultural realities. 
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Within the scope of this research the implication for teacher educators is twofold. First is 

to instruct pre-service teachers’ in the practice of critical literacy and the implementation of its 

use as a classroom teacher. Classroom teachers need to be mindful of representations in books 

they present and have available to students. Teacher educators can foster the practice of critical 

literacy in pre-service teachers by means of making them conscious that literature and literacy 

are not neutral, but political and can carry offensive and incorrect messages that can lead to 

stereotyped ideas. According to Lewison, Leland, and Harste (2008) pre-service teachers need to 

be aware that literature can be used to position one group in opposition to another and teachers 

need to bear the responsibility of messages that are contained within books in their classrooms.  

This is not to say that every book in a classroom will be completely free of any inequality; 

however, pre-service teachers and ultimately their students need the skill set to discern, question, 

evaluate, and discuss a text for these problems. 

Critical literacy focuses “on identifying social practices that keep dominant ways of 

understanding the world and unequal power relationships in place (p. 3). Social practices that 

only benefit a dominant class need to be challenged in order for change to occur, and a logical 

place for this to occur is in our classrooms. Harste (2003) argues that “social practices that keep a 

particular (and often older) definition of literacy in place have to change” (p. 8). The instruction 

of pre-service teachers in literacy methods can no longer have solely to do with individual 

reading skills, but has to include a broader conception of literacy that goes beyond the mastery of 

reading. 

Secondly, teacher educators, especially those who teach children’s literature need to 

make pre-service teachers familiar with the array of literature available for people of color and 

females. According to Colby & Lyon (2004) multicultural literature helps children identify with 
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their own culture, exposes all children to other cultures, and opens the door to discussions on 

issues of diversity. However, from my own experience teaching children’s literature, students 

enter children’s literature courses with limited experiences if any with multicultural literature. 

Students often have more knowledge of books with strong female characters, but also gain a 

broader knowledge base of these books as well as books that have a female character of color as 

the protagonist throughout the semester. From my own experience taking children’s literature 

classes (the last in 2010) there was little emphasis placed on multicultural literature, or literature 

beneficial to specific groups. I attended four different children’s literature classes at three 

universities between 1993 and 2010. Each course placed much emphasis on traditional children’s 

literature from the past, and similar literature more recently published, but little emphasis on 

multicultural literature. 

Implications for Classroom Teachers 

     One more implication from this study is that teachers need to create a more rounded 

perspective of any culture when exposing students to diverse cultures. Whenever I research a 

topic, I use more than one resource of information to understand a topic from a range of angles 

and to develop a beginning understanding. Yet, frequently I have read a story to students about 

another culture or with characters from another culture and thought I was widening their 

knowledge of another culture, but in reality, only read a single story in isolation. 

Part of being critically literate is developing well rounded and multi-perspective views of 

the world and in order to do that books need to be read alongside other texts. One book, no 

matter how good can only provide a limited perspective. The key to effective critical reading is 

presenting book pairs or text sets that have multiple perspectives. Short (2013) states: 
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The key to effective paired books and text sets is perspective, not finding the right 

answer or point of view, but considering multiple, even opposing, views on the same 

event or issue. This experience challenges us to recognize our own views as only one of 

many possible perspectives, instead of as the norm. (wowlit.org)  

This issue comes down to representation as has been discussed throughout this research 

study. Two issues with the CCSS are the age of the books and the stereotypes presented in 

several books. Both of these issues present a narrow and at times inaccurate portrayal of 

individuals and cultures. However, a number of the books could be viable options to read if 

paired with more current books with a wider range of representations and so are able to elicit 

discussion and critical questioning. 

The approach of pairing books is a critical strategy when exploring cultures in which an 

individual only has surface knowledge. Short (wowlit.org) states that reading a book in the 

context of other books provides for multiple perspectives which makes possible a more critical 

read. In addition, Short believes that book pairings often expose “problematic issues, such as the 

domination of western views or assumptions about race, class, or gender” which may otherwise 

not be as evident when viewed alone (wowlit.org). 

In qualitative research there is a concept known as triangulation (Meijer, P., Verloop, N., 

& Beijaard, D., 2002). Triangulating data means that multiple sources of data are used to clarify, 

confirm, or dispute an initial analysis of a piece of data. Basically triangulating means that all 

data needs to be checked against other similar data to make sure findings have validity. In fact, 

this practice that should be used regularly in the classroom to develop critical readers. Teachers 

should not read books in isolation without the benefit of providing multiple perspectives to check 
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against each other, when a better way is to provide a variety of books on a similar theme or 

culture from multiple sources to compare and discuss. 

Jones's (2006) states that "all texts are embedded with multiple meanings and one way to 

examine some of those meanings is to peel away the layers through the consideration of 

perspective, positioning, and power" (p. 79). In order for students to reach this more advanced 

level of understanding, that there can be multiple meanings in one text, an entry point for critical 

literacy is to provide students with multiple texts and a variety of perspectives. Multiple texts 

with multiple perspectives help children understand that the world in which we live is made up 

of many points of view. Elementary teachers must have tools to help them plan for broadening 

the perspectives of the children they teach. By incorporating literature from multiple 

perspectives, teachers can provide students with valuable insight into other cultures. Realizing 

that some texts can be limited in the point of views presented regarding a topic or event, teachers 

need to present multiple sources of information, stories and perspectives. In this way children are 

helped to understand that the world has many perspectives.  

Another implication for classroom teachers is understanding the importance of the read 

aloud and supporting it by putting time, thought, and practice in to them for the reason that 

beneficial read alouds do not simply occur, but are created. The read-aloud has long been an 

important part in the development of children’s literacy skills. Listening to stories read aloud is 

one of the most valuable and pleasurable experiences a beginning reader can experience. Making 

read alouds a pleasurable and beneficial experience does not just happen; the experience is the 

result of careful planning to include selection of the reading material. Selecting books that 

students find engaging and are developmentally appropriate increases the likelihood of a read-

aloud being instrumental in the development of students’ literacy skills. 
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 Experiences with print are essential for children’s development of literacy skills such as 

concepts of print and phonological awareness (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Green, Peterson, & 

Lewis, 2007). Opportunities are plentiful in classrooms for facilitating children’s literacy 

development. Several ways to help facilitate literacy skills for students are: creating a print-rich 

classroom and writing experiences; engaging in conversations with students, and joint reading 

experiences (Morrow, Strickland, & Woo, 1998; Smith et al., 2002). One shared reading activity 

the entire class can benefit is the read-aloud. Conducting read alouds is a time in which teachers 

can support students’ language development, vocabulary, comprehension, and create a 

pleasurable experience (Beck & McKeown, 2001; Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Trelease 2001). 

Several suggestions for creating a successful read aloud include but are not limited to:  

 Match the length of the story with the children's attention spans and listening 

skills. Begin with short selections. Increase story length gradually. Try using two or three short 

books in place of a longer story (nncc.org, 2013). 

 Careful selection of high-quality texts (Shedd, & Nell, 2008) 

 Appeal to audience?  

Implications for Policy Makers 

This research has implications when considering those who make policy or determine 

funding, whether at the school, district, state, or national level. More funding is needed for 

adding multicultural/international literature as well as literature with authentic representations of 

those marginalized into the curriculum. Educators need to recognize that traditional or canonical 

literature is not the only literature that can benefit students. If traditional or canonical literature is 

all or the majority of what students experience, then they are not being exposed to a rich 

curriculum of content, but rather a limited content. Present day, mainstream curriculum does not 
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include enough ideas and experiences that represent a contemporary diverse society. Above all, 

society is shaped by multiple perspectives which the CCSS texts do not offer. The ultimate goal 

of education is to produce individuals who can contribute to society and our society today is 

diverse and continuing to grow more diverse. 

Policy makers also need to be more thoughtful in their suggestions for reading lists that 

will be nationally bought, used, reviewed, and considered both individually and collectively as 

they send messages of what our society views as important. In addition, because literature 

conveys messages that help act to reproduce society, those messages should be considerate of all 

members of society. Lastly, policy makers at the school, district, and state level need to 

understand the purpose of text exemplars prior to unilaterally mandating their use in classrooms. 

The CCSS are examples of text complexity levels, yet the sets have been mandated for use in 

classrooms as exemplar books. Overzealous individuals in positions of power must act 

cautiously and with understanding when they mandate curriculum or material use. 

Future Research 

There are two possible veins to follow regarding future research when considering how to 

expand upon this initial research. Qualitative research provides an opportunity to explore open 

ended questions regarding the text sets. The most natural way to initially expand this research 

involves using qualitative focus groups of kindergarten and first grade teachers and investigating 

their impressions regarding the CCSS exemplars and the use of the texts in their classrooms. 

There are still many open ended questions regarding the use of CCSS book lists that need further 

investigation. Questions regarding whether the books are used, frequency of use, noted student 

engagement, issues with the texts, connections made with texts, teacher and parent reaction to 

the lack of books in the text set with a multicultural and global orientation, as well as numerous 
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other questions need to be reviewed and discussed with teachers who are actively using the text 

set. As schools enthusiastically embrace the CCSS, some teachers feel pressure to not speak 

critically of the CCSS; therefore the recruitment of teachers for focus groups should not happen 

through school administration. The focus groups must provide teachers with a free form to 

respond to the moderator without feeling pressure to support all elements of CCSS without 

making personal observations about the potential limitations of the CCSS.  

Conclusion 

The CCSS were established to raise academic benchmarks in order to better prepare 

students academically for college and post high school careers. CCSS proponents argue that 

improved academic benchmarks are necessary to ensure U.S. students acquire the skills to 

compete successfully in the international marketplace. The report, Rising Above the Gathering 

Storm, Revisited: Rapidly Approaching Category (2010), warns that the U.S. is quickly losing its 

competitive edge in the world. The push to maintain global competitiveness through improved 

academic benchmarks influenced the development of the lists of English Language Arts (ELA) 

text exemplars. But a problem lies between the CCSS objective to raise academic benchmarks 

and the CCSS execution represented by the K – 1 text exemplar text set lists. The opportunity for 

all students to engage on a deeper level with books stands as the missing link between CCSS 

ELA standards and student engagement. The CCSS text exemplar set should be considered as a 

tool for creating the conditions for reading engagement by helping teachers understand 

complexity, not by requiring it as core reading. 

Under optimal conditions reading engagement leads to reading achievement. One such 

condition is the literature used for reading instruction. As Guthrie & McPeake (2013) states “The 

contribution of engagement to achievement seems obvious. Students who read longer and more 
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deeply with more determination will achieve higher than their peers” (p. 173). However the text 

set lists provided by the CCSS as exemplars of text complexity are not sufficiently suited to 

engage all readers. Students engage with texts on a deeper level when they are able to connect 

and read about individuals that look like them and have similar experiences as them. Yet the 

CCSS K -1 text sets do not adequately provide a list of books that reflects the diversity of 

students in U.S. schools and therefore lacks the power necessary to engage readers for optimal 

achievement. 

Guthrie (2004) argues that the relationship between engagement and achievement is 

reciprocal. High engagement in reading leads to high achievement, the same as high achievement 

makes high engagement probable. Conversely, low engagement in reading leads to low 

achievement, and low achievers tend to read less than their peers. Allington (2009) contends 

“ease of access to interesting texts also had large positive effects on students' motivation to read” 

(p. 71). Students who have low achievement in reading try to avoid reading. Guthrie (2004) 

asserts that “engagement in reading and achievement in reading are mutually causal, they both 

must be cultivated in school. A neglect of one is a neglect of both.” (p. 6). Considering 

engagement in the reading process, the idea of matching students with books should be viewed 

as a significant part of the process. Book choice has the potential to lead to greater engagement 

which can lead to reading achievement. Text selection must be considered more than a casual 

part of the structure of a reading classroom. The CCSS needs to bear in mind what kinds of text 

engage the diverse cultural composition of students in current K-1 classrooms. 

The best way for CCSS, districts, and classroom teachers to engage students and raise 

achievement is to teach children to read by using material which the students can connect and at 

the same time teach students about the many cultures within our world. An improved list of texts 
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is needed that is representative of our country’s demographics. Such an improved list should 

include both multicultural and global literature along with more traditional good quality reading 

material to provide students with the utmost opportunity to connect while also advancing their 

knowledge about the world around them. Diverse literature provides the best practice to truly 

prepare students to compete internationally by engaging them in the reading process for higher 

achievement and expanding their cultural knowledge. Through experiences with diverse 

literature, students can learn about themselves and the diversity of experiences in our world 

while still engaging them in their reading instruction. Students benefit from literature that 

engages them so that they can build reading strategies while make meaning of texts. 

Given that content is such an important factor in student engagement of reading, a study 

that specifically looked at the content of the CCSS texts is appropriate and warranted. The 

individuals who created the lists of text complexity exemplars may have looked more closely at a 

book’s linguistic features in their selection process and therefore a linguistic analysis at first may 

appear to be a more appropriate type of analysis. However, these texts have made their way into 

the hands of many teachers and students across our country, and therefore a content analysis of 

the types of books our students are reading is necessary. Reading is a complex process that goes 

beyond the linguistic decoding of words. Reading brings together a student’s knowledge of 

language, a text’s topic, and  individual cultural experiences in order to both decode and make 

meaning of a text. For this reason a content analysis that contemplated a text’s complexity from 

both a cognitive and sociocultural dimension is appropriate. 
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