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ABSTRACT 

This study explores cultural representations of Korea through a critical content 

analysis of 29 picturebooks that portray Korean communities and families in the U.S. 

Framed within the postcolonial theories with a particular lens of othering, the study 

examines written and pictorial representations of Korean people and culture in the U.S. to 

unpack the issues of othering, power structure of East and West, Self/Other dichotomy, 

and resistance of Eurocentric dominant narratives embedded in stories of Korean 

communities in children’s picturebooks published in the U.S.  

 Critical content analysis is employed as a research methodology in this study to 

investigate the following research questions: How is Korean culture represented in these 

picturebooks? How do representations of Korean culture interplay within words and 

pictures? How do representations of Korean culture shift and/or transform in accordance 

with the publishing years of picturebooks? How do social, historical, cultural, and 

political contexts of publishing years interplay with the representations of Korean culture 

in words and pictures? 

One of the most significant findings in this study is that the dichotomized 

opposition brought about by unfair comparisons between Korea and U.S. is both 

explicitly and implicitly embedded in written and visual representations. It is interpreted 

through the lens of Orientalism that the unbalanced representations of East/West are 

rooted in an underlying Western sense of cultural superiority intertwined with power and 

domination. When it comes to the issues of cultural authenticity, lack of understanding of 

current socio-cultural contexts and absence of cultural fluidity in cultural representations 

are critiqued to warn the danger of single story and perpetuation of othering. Postcolonial 
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resistance is also found in cultural representations. As cultural mediators, cultural 

objects/practices reflect Korean cultural identity illuminating the voices of Koreans in the 

U.S. The study discovers that these representations function as a form of postcolonial 

resistance of the Western dominant narratives and hegemonic gaze. Through a 

postcolonial lens, this critical content analysis further inspects Korean children’s cultural 

positioning and analyzes the relationship between the dearth of diverse racial characters 

in Korean children’s socialization and the assimilationist ideology or Eurocentric 

construction of Self/Other. Finally addressed in the study are socio-

economic/political/cultural shifts in Korea reflected in picturebooks. From a postcolonial 

perspective, the changes in patterns of narratives and representations in picturebooks 

shed light on the hope of breaking down the binaries of East/West, the hope of resisting 

the Eurocentric lens of making the other, and the hope of moving from representing to 

re-presenting cultures.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Children’s literature plays a crucial role in providing a space for readers to 

explore and get exposed to multiple perspectives of the world. It works as a powerful tool 

that scaffolds and creates a space to critically understand and interpret the world. 

Children’s literature also acts as mirrors and windows (Bishop, 1990). As a mirror, 

children’s books invite readers to see themselves through stories and reflect their 

identities, cultural experiences, and realities. Through these reflections from children’s 

books, they find themselves and feel validated that they are part of the society and the 

world. In addition, children’s literature serves as a window by enabling readers to 

observe and understand not only their own lives but also those of others. Readers, in this 

regard, can explore and enter into the lives, realities, and worldviews that are different 

from their own.  

Among various genres of children’s literature, picturebooks in particular are 

significant in that they contain what is told through words, what is told through pictures, 

and what is conveyed from the combination of the two. Both words and visuals in 

picturebooks powerfully influence readers (Arizpe & Styles, 2003; Jalongo, 2004; Kiefer, 

1995; Short, 2004). They not only provide pleasure and aesthetic experiences for readers, 

but also help them enlarge creativity and imagination. Moreover, readers make 

connections to the stories by transacting with the words as well as visuals. Through the 

transactions with words and images, readers become meaning-makers of the world and 

they gain a critical lens to examine their own lives and to enter into cultural experiences, 

realities, and worldviews of others (Rosenblatt, 1938; Short, 2004). In this light, words 

and illustrations in picturebooks offer readers opportunities for attaining diverse 
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meanings from the stories, have deeper explorations about life, value the diversity of 

cultures around the society and the world, and further broaden their perspectives of 

diverse social, cultural, historical, and political issues. Most importantly, readers can 

develop awareness of questioning issues of power, equity and social justice, and they can 

have the potential to critically interpret and (re)imagine for creating a more just and 

equitable world.  

 

Rationale 

I have always been intrigued by learning through art and pictures. Since my early 

childhood, I have been interested in learning visually and developing creativity and 

imagination from books that have images. Reflecting upon my memories, reading for pleasure 

and exploring creativity through art, images, and illustrations primarily centered me.  

When I took a course called Global Children’s Literature during my master’s 

program, there was a turning point which raised my critical awareness of questioning, 

critiquing, and critical thinking. During this class, I read a wordless book Mirror (2010), 

written by an Australian author Jeannie Baker. This book caught my attention, inciting 

my curiosity to question the contents, especially the art and images presented in the book. 

Mirror presents the lives of two boys and their families—one in rural Morocco and the 

other in Sydney, Australia. The differences in their lives are visually compared with the 

Australian family living in a modern and contemporary city and the Moroccan family 

living in a rural and remote desert area. Despite prominent book reviews praising the 

book for global diversity and interdependence as well as the author’s artwork and 

designs, the comparisons depicted in this book are unbalanced and unfair. This story with 
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a parallel comparison of a day in the life of two families as portrayed in the book is 

culturally accurate and authentic. The issue, instead, is the absence of balanced 

representations. The portrayals of two rural communities or two urban cities in both 

countries would have been more fairly compared with similarities and differences. In 

other words, what is missing in this story is a balanced comparison of Sydney with 

Casablanca or the remote Outback of Australia with a rural area in Morocco. This book 

brought me to critically understand that issues of representations matter despite cultural 

accuracy and authenticity in children’s picturebooks. More importantly, the unfair 

comparisons in the book helped me gain a critical and analytical eye to understand the 

power embedded in pictures. I also learned how one-sided, or fixed, portrayals can 

perpetuate stereotypes and influence readers to fall into the danger of a single story.  

 While I was experiencing this eye-opening literary moment through reading the 

picturebook Mirror, I was also exposed to critical theories in relation to literacy that aim 

at (re)examining and (re)thinking the sociocultural realities of society. I learned that 

literacy is not merely about decoding written words or languages, but it is intertwined 

with reading the world and the word (Freire, 1970). It has given me a critical awareness 

of how literacy is going beyond the level of simply reading/decoding texts or developing 

basic reading skills. Freire (1970) highlights critical literacy by placing importance on not 

only reading the word, but also reading the world in order for readers to understand the 

realities, histories, and social trajectories of individuals and groups, and to encourage 

them to make connections to sociopolitical, personal, and political knowledge of the 

world (Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Freire & Macedo, 1987). Through reading the world 

and the word, readers understand the essence of the construction of texts/knowledge and 
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power relationships by raising questions such as who is intended audience? what is the 

hidden agenda? how does the text reflect and shape notions of power and privilege? what 

is included? what is excluded? how is the text trying to position the reader? (Freire, 

1970; Short, 2019). Along with these critical questions, readers delve into sociopolitical 

and sociocultural issues embedded in texts in order to identify the root causes of power 

imbalance in society and social inequalities, and also to move toward transformation and 

action for social justice (Freire, 1970).  

Given my eye-opening reading experiences together with enlightening 

theoretical perspectives of critical literacy, I was further drawn into the field of 

illustrations in picturebooks, and got more intrigued to explore how words and images in 

children’s literature can allow readers to recognize the power of images, bring readers to 

explore broader sociopolitical contexts of particular parts of the world, and offer readers 

a critical lens to understand and respond to the social justice issues that need to be 

uncovered and challenged.  

 

Impact of Previous Personal Research 

My interest in children’s picturebooks and reading the world made me wonder 

how the people, culture and heritages of my home country—South Korea—are portrayed 

in children’s picturebooks published in the U.S. It made me ponder over on the social, 

cultural, political and historical contexts reflected in print and illustrations in these books. 

These curiosities triggered me to examine how written and pictorial representations are 

portrayed in relation to the sociocultural, sociopolitical and sociohistorical contexts of 

Korea and the U.S. I questioned myself: How do words and illustrations in picturebooks 
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published in the U.S. portray and represent the culture, people and heritage of Korea 

and/or the U.S.? What messages are conveyed through cultural representations? How do 

these representations (re)produce particular views of Korea and/or Koreans living in the 

U.S.? These broad questions have sparked me to research the cultural 

(mis)representations and examine issues of power embedded in written and visual 

representations.  

Full of interest, curiosities and questions, I conducted a pilot study of critical 

content analysis while taking a doctoral course entitled “Language Research 

Methodology in Education: Critical Content Analysis”. I examined three Korean 

picturebooks published in the U.S.: Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), Halmoni’s Day 

(2000), and Where on Earth Is My Bagel? (2012), framed within the theory of 

postcolonial and orientalism. This critical content analysis particularly focused on visuals 

in picturebooks. I maintained my initial research questions and began to read and reread 

them carefully and wrote down notes to keep track of my thoughts in relation to the 

questions. I went back to the theoretical frame and two key tenets of Orientalism: 1) 

Notion of Otherness; and 2) Orient and Occident. Based on these key tenets, I revisited 

the three picturebooks, particularly paying closer attention to the visual representations. 

Visual representations of traditional Korean dress were repetitively found in common 

across the three stories and critically investigated through the lens of othering. 

Understanding the socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts of traditional Korean dress 

was at issue during my analysis of the portrayals of Korean characters in traditional 

Korean dress in the stories. The major finding was that, although the traditional dress as a 

Korean cultural item is accurately described in the details and characteristics, its 
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representations are unrealistic and do not reflect the cultural values that are practiced and 

accepted by contemporary Korean communities, whether in Korea or in the U.S. As a 

result, readers may view Korean people from one-sided perspectives, or they may 

understand the Korean culture in a monolithic way, unless readers are provided with the 

current socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts of Korea. 

 

Research Questions 

Based on this pilot study, this research is further extended to investigate cultural 

representations of Korea and their authenticity in a larger set of Korean picturebooks 

published in the U.S. However, though extended, the text set in this research is limited to 

Korean picturebooks dealing with the stories about Korean immigrants/Korean American 

families and communities. In order to examine this text set through the lens of critical 

content analysis, the research questions are: 

Research question 1: How is Korean culture represented in these picturebooks?  
Research question 2: How do representations of Korean culture interplay within words 

and pictures? 
Research question 3: How do representations of Korean culture shift and/or transform in 

accordance with the publishing years of picturebooks?  
Research question 4: How do social, historical, cultural, and political contexts of 

publishing years interplay with the representations of Korean culture 
in words and pictures? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is based on the theoretical framework of postcolonialism with a 

particular lens of othering to examine representations of Korean people and culture in the 

U.S. in children’s picturebooks and to unpack issues of power embedded in written and 

visual representations of Korea and the U.S. As a brief introduction of postcolonialism 
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for this research, this section discusses the major theoretical orientations, including the 

construction of self and other, orientalism, postcolonial literacy and resistance, and 

postcolonialism and decolonization.  

This is followed by the key theoretical tenets of Otherness, Eurocentrism, and Orient and 

Occident that guide this research and analysis. 

 

Postcolonialism  

When discussing postcolonial theory, the term ‘postcolonialism’ has been 

defined and interpreted in diverse ways due partly to the interdisciplinary nature of 

postcolonial studies, which range from literary analysis to research in the archives related 

to colonial governments and other related theories (Loomba, 1998/2005). The word 

‘postcolonial’ has close associations with the establishment of colonies by an imperial 

power that maintains control over them. The term ‘post’ may have a connotation that 

signifies the demise of colonialism but, according to Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 

(2002), postcolonialism covers “all the culture affected by the imperial process from the 

moment of colonization to the present day” (p. 2). In this respect, postcolonialism is a 

theoretical approach to discuss the effects of colonization on culture as well as societies 

and investigate current realities of the colonized, the subaltern, and the historically 

oppressed in societies.  

In order to understand the origin of postcolonial identity and its approach, 

colonialist ideology, which is often referred to as colonialist discourse, needs to be 

revisited. By the early twentieth century, Western colonization had been established 

alongside capitalism and it did more than extract goods and wealth from the colonies and 
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restructured the economies. The growth of European industry and capital was achieved 

through colonial domination in the first place, but this took control over the economy, 

market system, politics, culture, and beyond. This Western colonialism is understood as a 

“constellation of complex and interrelated practices that sought to establish Western 

hegemony not only politically, militarily, and economically, but also culturally and 

ideologically” (Prasad, 2003, p. 5).  

Colonial discourse and hegemony have impacted deeply on people’s mind-set. 

Regarding this, McGillis (2000) discusses the term colonial mentality, stating that it “the 

colonizer represents a more advanced state of civilization than the colonized does, and 

therefore that the colonizer has a right to assume a position of dominance” (p. xxii). This 

colonial mentality emerged from the period of European history known as the 

Enlightenment, which is also referred to as modernity (Smith, 2012). During the 

emergence of modernity in Europe, construing the European itself as ‘modern’ and the 

non-European as ‘traditional, ‘static’ and ‘prehistorical’ reinforced the colonialist and 

imperialist discourse. In addition to the notion of modernity, positional superiority 

conceptualizes that the Westerner are put in a whole series of possible relationships with 

the non-Westerners without losing the relatively upper position (Said, 1978). At an 

economic level, colonialism was about discovering new materials and opening up new 

markets for exploitation; at a cultural level, the inculcation of Western system of 

government, education, culture, and values impacted cultural colonization (Tyson, 2006). 

These Western constructions—Enlightenment, modernity, and positional superiority—

are synthesized by Tyson (2006) below:  

The colonizers believed that only their own Anglo-European culture 
was civilized, sophisticated, or as postcolonial critics put it, 



 21 

metropolitan. Therefore, native peoples were defined as savage, 
backward, and undeveloped. Because their technology was more 
highly advanced, the colonizers believed that their whole culture was 
more highly advanced and they ignored or swept aside the religions, 
customs, and codes of behavior of the peoples they subjugated, so the 
colonizers saw themselves at the center of the world; the colonized 
were at the margins. (p. 419) 
 

While Western societies viewed themselves as modern and civilized, non-Western 

countries were classified as primitives as their conventions did not match dominant 

European traditions which were considered to be the norm. Characterizing non-Western 

countries as the Primitive, the colonizers considered them as the marginalized who could 

not use their minds or intellects, incompetent of using land and other resources from the 

natural world, and lacking ability to invent and create institution or history (Smith, 2012). 

In other words, from the colonizers’ perspectives, the colonized were lacking Western-

originated virtues and were disqualified not just from civilization but from humanity 

itself. This primitive view was even reflected on the culture and art of non-Western 

societies. By highlighting the notion of primitiveness, the tradition, culture and art of 

non-Western societies were seen as ‘exotic’. 

 

The construction of Self and Other 

Western constructions of enlightenment, modernity, and positional superiority 

are extended to the construction of Self and Other. The colonizers saw themselves as the 

proper Self or the embodiment of what a human being should be, whereas the colonized 

were considered Other, which infers they are different and therefore inferior to the point 

of being less than fully human (Tyson, 2006). From a postcolonial perspective, this 

practice of judging all who are different by othering and dividing the world between ‘us’ 
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and ‘them’ is a part of imperial display of power and also a form of colonial control 

(Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2002; Nayar, 2015; Pickering, 2001, Tyson; 2006).  

This binary attitude and the use of European culture as the standard creates 

Eurocentrism. This is the process by which Europe and European cultural assumptions 

are constructed as the normal, the natural or the universal, and European systems and 

values are established to be inherently superior to the Other. One of the examples of 

Eurocentrism is evident in literary studies. Tyson (2006) elaborates that “British, 

European, and later, American cultural standard-bearers judged all literature in terms of 

its ‘universality’: to be considered a great work, a literary text had to have ‘universal 

characters and themes” (p. 420). This assumption that European ideas and ideals are 

universal became the standard. Another example of Eurocentrism is Orientalism, which 

has been practiced in Europe, Britain, and the United States with a view to producing 

positive self-definition for Western countries as opposed to Eastern countries on which 

the West tried to project all the negative characteristics (Tyson, 2006).  

 

Orientalism  

Edward Said (1978) published in which he critiqued orientalism as an initial 

volume of a trilogy dealing with the West’s representations of and its relations with the 

Middle East. His book Orientalism discusses how the representations of the East in 

European literary texts, travelogues and other writings contribute to the creation of 

dichotomy between Europe and its others. Said depicts the imbalance between the West 

and East, arguing that the East is a creation of the West with the combination of images 

formed through scholarly and imaginative works and the superiority of West over the 
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East. In other words, the construction of the East, according to Said, is intended by the 

West to make European countries and Asian countries appear to be fundamentally 

different from each other.  

Thus, Orientalism is defined as a “Western style of thought” (Said, 1978, p.2) or 

the “invention of the West” (Tyson, 2006, p.421) that creates a dichotomous construction 

of the Orient and the Occident. Said (1978) argues that the East or Orient is depicted as 

having “lack of logic, untruthfulness, intrigue, cunning, lethargy, suspicion, irrationality, 

depravity, and childishness” (p. 38-40) whereas the West or the Occident is defined as 

kind, forward, honest, and moral (Said, 1978, Tyson, 2006). Moreover, the Orient is 

understood to be static in time and place, and also understood as being incapable of 

defining itself. This is viewed as opposed to the West, which sees itself as being 

dynamic, innovative, and expansionist. The purpose of this dichotomous contrast 

constructed by the West is to elevate the West’s position of superiority (Pickering, 2001; 

Said, 1978). The Western sense of cultural and intellectual superiority further reinforces 

the Westerners’ authority of judging and representing the Oriental behaviors.  

Overall, orientalism is a Western style for dominating, reconstructing, and 

having authority over the Orient (Said, 1978). In other words, orientalism is a structure of 

Western thoughts that make certain generalization about the part of the world known as 

the East. Characterizing orientalism as a colonial discourse, the construction of Orient for 

Europeans is closely connected with the analysis of relation between the colonizers and 

the colonized (Said, 1978). Based upon the colonial discourse that underlies colonizers’ 

assumption of their own superiority and their oppression on the colonized, orientalism is 
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a political vision of reality that promotes a binary opposition between colonizer (the 

West, or Us) and the colonized (the Orient, the East, or Them).  

 

Postcolonial literacy and Resistance  

Postcolonialism is deeply connected with understanding and reading the world 

(Freire, 1983, Freire & Macedo, 1987). When it comes to the relationship between 

Freire’s (1983) critical approach to literacy and postcolonial discourse, literary works 

can be questioned to uncover different layers of meanings that have been undergirded 

by colonial ideologies that privilege Western cultural practices. They can also be 

interrogated to challenge dominant literary discourse, which silences particular cultural 

groups who have been marginalized by colonial legacies and colonial discourses.  

Given this, postcolonialism in literacy provides a theoretical lens to 

acknowledge the history of oppression; deconstruct colonial ideologies of power that 

privilege Western cultural practices (Giroux, 1992); challenge the historical 

representations of colonized groups (Adam & Tiffin, 1990); unpack issues of the 

colonized, the subaltern, and the historically marginalized even to this present day; 

liberate them from the Eurocentric ways of understanding and seeing the world; and 

create a space to rewrite, reclaim and recover the repressed stories of the oppressed.  

In the same vein, postcolonialism needs to be understood as a resistance to 

colonial perspectives (Adam & Tiffin, 1990; Boehmer, 1995; During, 1995; Giroux, 

1992, 2009; McGillis, 2000; Nayar, 2015; Tyson, 2006, Xie, 1997; Yenika-Agbaw, 2003; 

Young, 2003). Tiffin (1988) and Tyson (2006) discuss how the history of postcolonial 

territories has been largely a narrative constructed by the colonizers—the master 
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narrative—and highlight that postcolonialism is an approach to examine the ways to 

challenge and fracture the Western master narrative of history. By highlighting the 

importance of postcolonial narratives, or counternarratives, postcolonialism presents the 

urgent need to critique Eurocentric forms of knowledge, interrogate the history between 

colonizer and colonized, and dismantle imperial structures of knowledge (Xie, 1997). 

As a resistance, postcolonialism aims to “rethink, recuperate, and reconstruct 

racial, ethnic, and cultural others that have been repressed, misrepresented, omitted, and 

stereotyped, and violated by the imperial West with all its institutions and strategies for 

dominating the non-Western” (Xie, 1997, p.1). Postcolonialism, in this regard, is an 

activity of mind which is “deeply committed to hearing the voices of those who have 

been silenced by various forces” (McGillis, 2000, p. xxii) and this mind is to identify 

overt and covert signs of colonialism, domination, and oppression and to liberate people 

from traditional and Eurocentric ways of understanding and seeing the world. 

Simply put, this theory is understood as an approach to deconstruct colonial 

ideologies of power that privilege Western cultural practices (Giroux, 1992), to challenge 

the historical representations of colonized groups (Adam & Tiffin, 1990), and to unpack 

issues of people and culture who were colonized and oppressed in the past, and also who 

are presently being devalued, degraded, and exploited even today. 

 

Postcolonialism and Decolonization 

Postcolonialism is a theoretical approach to constantly wrestling with the legacy 

of colonialism, dismantling Western authority and developing a radical critique of 

imperialism and neocolonialism. It is also a process of rethinking, decolonizing and 
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reformulating forms of knowledge and social identities. In this regard, postcolonial 

approach is in parallel with the process of decolonization.  

Decolonization is rooted in Indigenous-led critiques of a Western paradigm of 

research and knowledge, exploitation and dehumanization of Indigenous people. Smith 

(2012) describes how colonizers observed Indigenous groups and researched them 

through imperial eyes. Rejecting the idea that colonialism has ended, she uses 

decolonization instead of postcolonialism as the colonial discourse continues to have a 

deep impact on Indigenous people even today. Western culture has identified itself as the 

ethnocentric center and its colonial paradigm keeps evolving and influencing 

marginalized Indigenous groups. The process of decolonization has the potential to offer 

the possibility of unmasking, exposing and confronting continued colonization and 

oppressive legacies (Brayboy, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Garcia & Shirley, 2012; 

Grande, 2004; Haynes Writer, 2008; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2004). 

Decolonization is also a stance of agency for Indigenous people who engage in critical 

self-reflexivity and actively resisting colonization in order to decolonize themselves from 

the internalized colonist ideas and practices, instead of passively experiencing 

colonialism. Decolonization, in this regard, incites the process of developing a critical 

consciousness about the cause(s) of oppression and the distortion of history; recognizing 

the structure of power; and engaging in practices or processes that disrupt colonial power 

(Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Wilson, 2004). More importantly, decolonization is about struggling 

for humanity (Smith, 2012). The struggle for decolonization is crucial for people who are 

trying to resist and challenge social injustices and to seek freedom and better conditions. 
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Struggling is also viewed as a tool for understanding agency and empowerment—a belief 

that situations can be transformed and a willingness to make social changes.  

 

Key conceptual tenets and approaches 

There are key theoretical tenets that provide me with a clearer lens to guide my 

research inquiry. They include: 1) Notion of otherness, 2) Eurocentrism, and 3) 

Distinction between Orient and Occident (East and West). These three tenets are not 

independent by themselves but rather are deeply interconnected to one another.    

The first tenet, Notion of otherness, describes the binary opposition of hierarchy in 

which one is oppressor and the other is oppressed. The power relation between the 

oppressor (colonizer) and oppressed (colonized) creates otherness by making the 

distinction of Self/Other binary. The colonized subjects are characterized as Other 

through the colonial discourse not only as a means to establish the binary between 

colonizer and colonized but also as a means to assert the primacy of the colonizing 

culture and world view.  

Closely associated with the notion of otherness, the second tenet is about how the 

construction of Other is connected to Eurocentrism consisting of three notions of 

Europeans’ colonial mentality, modernity, and positional superiority. As for the colonial 

mentality, the Western colonizers represent a more advanced state of civilization than the 

colonized do, and therefore the colonizers think they have the right to have the position 

of dominance. The notion of modernity emerged together with colonial mentality during 

European Enlightenment. Europeans construct themselves as ‘modern’ and the non-

European as ‘traditional, ‘static’ and ‘prehistorical’. The colonial mentality and 
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modernity interplayed in the West’s positional superiority. European countries not only 

took control of economic exploitation but also inculcated a Western system of 

government, education, and culture, denigrating those of the colonized. The colonizers 

believe that only their own Anglo-European culture was civilized, modern, advanced, and 

sophisticated. Thus, Western societies viewed themselves as modern, civilized, and 

sophisticated, whereas the rest of the societies were classified as racially backward, 

uncivilized, underdeveloped, inferior, not fully human, and exotic.  

The third tenet, Distinction between Orient and Occident, explicates the 

dichotomy between East and West. This is rooted in the Western invention of East 

through accumulated mythical representations of the East, which depict superiority of the 

West over the East (Said, 1978; Tyson, 2006). It is argued that the East is a creation of 

the West, based on a combination of images formed through scholarly and imaginative 

works. The distinction between East and West is “constructed in the interests of a 

civilizational self-image which was elevated to a position of superiority by its 

dichotomous contrast with the East” (Pickering, 2001, p.148). This Western construction 

of East is closely connected with analysis of the relation between the colonizers and the 

colonized (Said, 1978).  

Based upon the colonial discourse that underlies colonizers’ assumptions of their 

own superiority and their oppression on the colonized, orientalism is a political vision of 

reality that promotes a binary opposition between the colonizers (West, or Us) and the 

colonized (East, or Them). So, the Orient, or the East, according to Said (1978) is 

depicted as lacking “logic, untruthfulness, intrigue, cunning, lethargy, suspicion, 

irrationality, depravity, and childishness” (p. 38-40). Moreover, the East is understood to 
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be static in time and place, and also understood to be incapable of defining itself. On the 

contrary, the West sees itself as being civilized, rational, innovative, and expansionist, 

and this Western sense of cultural and intellectual superiority is further extended to the 

Westerners’ authority of judging and representing the Oriental behaviors. All of these 

create the dichotomous construction of the Orient and the Occident, which is operated 

with the emergence of stereotypes by the West and with the Western control of unifying 

and fixating the images of the East.   

Consisting of the major theoretical orientations discussed so far, postcolonialism 

is the theoretical framework for this study on the issues of power in written and pictorial 

representations in children’s picturebooks. Closely related to postcolonialism are theories 

of orientalism, a critical approach of reading the world, and decolonization, which further 

enhance and underpin my understanding of postcolonialism. All of the theories are 

woven together to be integrated into my critical content analysis used for this study. In 

tandem with the three interrelated tenets of 1) Notion of otherness, 2) Eurocentrism, and 

3) Distinction between Orient and Occident (East and West), Orientalism in particular 

guides me to investigate critically how the mindset about othering and the power 

structure of East and West, or Self/Other dichotomy are embedded in stories of Korean 

communities and their culture in children’s picturebooks published in the U.S. 

 

Overview of Chapters 

Aiming at examining representations of Korean culture in the picturebooks 

published in the U.S., this study consists of six chapters, which are followed by 

references and appendices. Chapter one is a general introduction of the study, including 
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the rationale for the study, research questions, my previous relevant research, and the 

theoretical orientations that frame the study.  

Chapter two is a literature review as a groundwork for this study, primarily 

focusing on reading the world through children’s literature, multicultural children’s 

literature and multicultural education, critical issues in children’s literature, related 

research studies on children’s literature and postcolonialism, and related research studies 

on immigrants in children’s literature. 

In the third chapter, the methodology of the study is discussed. Content analysis 

is introduced from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives. Qualitative content 

analysis is the focus of the written and visual data of my study and is highlighted as a 

milestone to inform where my research stands as to the methodology. The discussion of 

qualitative content analysis extends more in depth to the discussion of the term ‘critical’ 

in content analysis, which is deeply related to my study. Criteria for selection of the texts 

for this study are also shared. Then, I explain my research positionality and outline the 

processes of data collection and procedures of analyzing my data. Included at the end of 

the chapter are the main characteristics of the text set: years of publication, settings and 

themes across picturebooks, and cultural backgrounds of authors and illustrators.  

Chapter four discusses the findings of the study. This chapter closely examines how 

Korean culture and the lives of Korean immigrant/Korean American children and families 

are represented in the picturebooks based on the following categories: 1) Representations of 

living environments in Korea, 2) Representations of contrasting lives between the U.S. and 

Korea, and 3) Representations of Korean culture through cultural items/practices.  
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The findings discussed in chapter five include: 1) Representations of identity 

construction and cultural positioning, and 2) Patterns of shift/transformation in 

representations of Korean culture.  

These findings are followed by the final reflections of the study, in chapter six, in 

which the theories are woven into the data. The interplay of theory and data is succinctly 

presented. In the same chapter, future suggestions and implications are outlined for 

readers, bookmakers, educators, and researchers.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

Through postcolonial approaches including Orientalism and the key theoretical 

tenets discussed in Chapter 1, I deeply engaged with the theoretical orientations and 

began to search for and review a body of relevant studies to support my research. 

Highlighted in this chapter is the literature review on 1) Reading the world through 

children’s literature, 2) Multicultural children’s literature and multicultural education, 3) 

Critical issues in children’s literature, 4) Related research studies on children’s literature 

and postcolonialism, and 5) Related research studies on immigration and children’s 

literature.  

 

Reading the World through Children’s Literature 

Children’s literature plays a crucial role in providing a space for readers to 

become aware of multiple perspectives of the world, and it provides a literary space to 

critically understand and interpret reading the world. According to Bishop (1990), 

children’s literature functions as mirrors and windows. Literature acts as a mirror 

especially for young readers to be able to see themselves in texts, and the books reflect 

back to readers’ understandings of their identities, cultures, or experiences. Students, 

through this mirror, are able to find themselves in the text and feel validated; however, 

the reality is that not all readers see reflections of themselves in children’s literature. 

Bishop (1987) posits that students who find their own life experiences mirrored in books 

gain affirmation of themselves and their culture, whereas children who are excluded from 

or denigrated in books learn that they are not valued members of society.  
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Larrick (1965) criticized the all-white world of children’s literature in the U.S., 

drawing attention that “nonwhite children [were] learning to read and to understand the 

American way of life in books which either omit[ed] them entirely or scarcely 

mention[ed] them” (p.63). There have been efforts by many scholars, therefore, to 

encourage educators in the U.S. to become aware of and be familiar with multicultural 

books and their integration into classroom settings. Despite these efforts, however, the 

use of books that represent diverse races, classes, religions, sexual orientations, abilities, 

and other fields of marginalization is still absent from classrooms (McNair, 2008). This 

disparity of mirrors in books creates ethnocentrism in that readers who do see themselves 

will grow up with an “exaggerated sense of their own importance and value in the world” 

(Bishop, 1990, p. x).  

Children’s literature can also act as a window for young readers to move beyond 

ethnocentrism (Bishop, 1990). In other words, children are able to observe and 

understand not only their own lives but also those of others through children’s literature. 

Readers need to be given windows that offer views of the world around them, not only 

imaginary worlds but also reality. In this regard, it is critical for all readers to experience 

both books that are mirrors for their own lives and those that are windows to the lives of 

others (Bishop, 1990). In the same vein, Eeds and Hudelson (1995) assert that children’s 

literature provides a lens through which readers can not only examine their lives, 

experiences, and cultural realities, but also enter into realities, cultures, and worldviews 

that are different from theirs. By doing so, readers can broaden their own perspectives, 

create connections, and make sense of lives of others (Eeds & Hudelson, 1995). Short 

(2009) further emphasizes that children’s literature “invites readers to immerse 
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themselves into story worlds to gain insights about how people live, feel, and think 

around the world—to develop emotional connections and empathy as well as knowledge” 

(p. 31).  

These readings about the role of children’s literature support and highlight my 

research in that picturebooks about stories of Korean communities living in the U.S. play 

a critical role not only in helping readers with Korea heritage see themselves and their 

culture reflected in the books and make connections to the stories that relate to their lives, 

but also in encouraging readers outside of Korean communities in the U.S. to enter a 

different world and explore lives that differ from their own.  

 

Multicultural Children’s Literature and Multicultural Education 

Multicultural children’s literature and multicultural education in the U.S. are 

foundational in understanding the stories of Korean families and communities in the U.S. 

examined in this study. This overview on multicultural children’s literature supports the 

exploration of children’s picturebooks about Koreans in the U.S. and the use of 

multicultural children’s literature is discussed to highlight that the voices and stories of 

Koreans in children’s picturebooks can be a powerful tool to foster multicultural 

education.  

Multicultural literature is defined in various ways by authors, illustrators, 

readers, researchers, scholars and educators. Cai and Bishop (1994) argue that there are 

two types of definitions of multicultural literature. The first is termed a “literary 

definition” and the second, a “pedagogical definition” (p. 59-60). Under the literary 

definition, multicultural literature consists of literary works that are about multicultural 



 35 

groups and societies. But the issue in this definition is that some literary works by writers 

of mainstream cultures either in the English-speaking world or in the U.S. may inscribe 

multicultural people and culture inside their own textual dynamics for the purpose of 

indoctrinating readers with mainstream cultural values (Cai & Bishop, 1994; Dasenbrock, 

1987). 

Contrary to the literary perspective, Cai and Bishop (1994) explain that 

multicultural literature is a pedagogical term. Unlike the literary definition, the 

pedagogical definition of multicultural literature is closely associated with the goal of 

creating a multicultural curriculum and implementing multicultural education (Cai & 

Bishop, 1994). This pedagogical definition implies a goal of “challenging the existing 

canon by expanding the curriculum to include literature from a wide variety of cultural 

groups” (Cai & Bishop, 1994, p.59). From a pedagogical perspective, the term 

multicultural is used for making curriculum pluralistic by breaking the domination of 

mainstream culture.  

Many definitions of multicultural literature from a pedagogical perspective have 

been offered, varying in the extent of inclusion. While some define it as literary work 

focusing on racial groups in the U.S., others view that it is not limited to issues of race 

but goes beyond. It is understood as literature by and about people belong to the various 

ethnic, racial, religious, and regional groups in the U.S. (Horning & Kruse, 1991; Young, 

Campbell & Oda, 1995). This is further extended and defined as “literature by and about 

people who are members of groups considered to be outside the sociopolitical 

mainstream of the U.S.” (Bishop,1992, p.49). Based on the extended definition with a 

socio-political stance embedded, multicultural literature focuses on those who have 



 36 

marginal status and lack access to mainstream institutions in the U.S., including people of 

color, the elderly, gays and lesbians, religious minorities, language minorities, people 

with disabilities, gender issues, and concerns about class (Harris, 2003). 

Although multicultural children’s literature can be defined and understood in 

various ways, scholars agree that multicultural literature is about groups of people that 

are distinguished racially, culturally, linguistically, and in other ways from the dominant 

white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant patriarchal culture. Put it differently, there is a common 

thread across the definitions in that multicultural literature is about individuals or groups 

who have diverse backgrounds of culture, race, class, gender, and religions that are 

viewed differently or even excluded from mainstream society.  

Based upon a pedagogical definition, the concept of multicultural children’s 

literature is deeply related to the concept of multicultural education (Bishop, 1993; Taxel, 

1995, 1997). According to Banks (1991), the most important goal of multicultural 

education is “helping students to acquire the competencies and commitments to 

participate in effective civic action in order to create equitable national societies” (p.28). 

Both Banks (1999) and Nieto (2000) highlight the need of multicultural education, which 

refers to a dynamic and ongoing process, idea, philosophy, and way of looking at the 

world that helps people rethink their perspectives on individuals and groups considered 

outside of the sociopolitical and cultural mainstream society. As noted, multicultural 

education is based on a fundamental belief that all people should be respected regardless 

of age, race, gender, class, religion and other differences from the mainstream (Banks, 

1999; Grant & Sleeter, 1989; Nieto, 2000, 2010).  
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The major focus of multicultural education has been on understanding all groups 

of people and educating all students to understand multiple perspectives, not to solely 

focus on one culture or group by excluding others (Nieto, 2000). Nieto also suggests that 

“multicultural education challenges and rejects racism and other forms of discrimination 

in schools and society, and accepts and affirms the pluralism (ethnic, racial, linguistic, 

religious, economic, gender, among others) that students, their communities and teachers 

reflect” (p.305). What is highlighted is the need to consider not just the pleasure of 

diversity “but more fundamental issues that arise as different groups negotiate 

community and the basic issues of material life in the same space” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, 

p.394). In the same vein, Cai (2002) asserts that 

Multiculturalism involves diversity and inclusion, but more 
importantly, it also involves power structure and struggle. Its goal is 
not just to understand, accept, and appreciate cultural differences, but 
also to ultimately transform the existing social order in order to ensure 
greater voice and authority to the marginalized cultures and to achieve 
social equality and justice among all cultures so that people of 
different cultural backgrounds can live happily together in a truly 
democratic world. (p.7) 

 
In this regard, multiculturalism is more than embracing diversity. It embodies a dream of 

equity for oppressed groups (Cai, 2002), a focus on understanding how power is 

implicated in culture, and an understanding that culture is neither static nor deterministic 

(Nieto & Bode, 2008).  

Featured as a powerful tool for young people to foster multiculturalism or 

multicultural education, multicultural children’s literature provides a pathway to help 

readers critically analyze cultural, social, and political worlds, broaden their perspectives 

of different cultures and groups, and expand multicultural understandings (Banks, 2001; 

Taxel, 1995). Multicultural children’s books not only provide opportunities for all readers 
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to understand their heritage and build positive self-concepts, but also guide readers to 

experience “cultures other than their own, and these experiences help them understand 

different backgrounds, thereby influencing their decisions about how they will live in this 

culturally pluralistic world” (Yokota, 1993, p.156). 

Beiger (1995) advocates this view in that multicultural literature offers a way to 

reflect and share diverse cultures, rather than dealing only with “facts” which may or may 

not accurately portray the lives of others. These books can also help children learn to 

respect the values of others, raise their own aspirations, and expand their understanding 

of other people. Moreover, multicultural children’s literature encourages students to gain 

understandings about different beliefs and value systems, and also develop social 

sensitivity to the needs of others and realize that people have similarities as well as 

differences (Norton, 1990).  

According to Dudley-Marling (2003), these books offer “all students an 

opportunity to talk about the meaning of difference, to imagine how the world could be 

different, and to consider how to challenge practices that diminish the lives of our fellow 

citizens” (p. 307). He additionally explicates that multicultural children’s literature will 

guide students to be able to gain insights into relations of power as well as sociopolitical 

issues, and further help them critically think, critique and challenge the way social and 

economic power works. In this regard, using multicultural children’s literature in 

classrooms is crucial as these books have potential to help students learn multiple ways 

of understanding and being in the world, to promote students in building understanding 

of themselves and others (Norton, 1995), to transform students’ attitudes and values 



 39 

(Eeds & Hudelson, 1995), and to scaffold students to critically think about issues of 

social equity and justice (Cai, 2003). 

 

Critical Issues in Multicultural Children’s Literature 

Many of the critical issues related to inequity, discrimination, and oppression of 

diverse social groups (e.g. race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orientation, disability, 

religion, etc.) are raised in multicultural children’s literature. Among these, the 

complexities of issues and debates on the representations of racial groups considered 

outside the mainstream U.S. society in children’s literature are mainly discussed in this 

section to support my study about the investigation of representations of Korean 

immigrant/Korean American families and communities in the U.S. This section first 

provides an overview of racial discourse and representations in the U.S. and its impact on 

children’s literature. This is followed by a discussion on critical issues on the lack of 

diversity in multicultural children’s literature, cultural accuracy and authenticity in 

representations, and issues of power and social justice in children’s literature.    

 

Race, discourse and representation 

The United States is, and has been for centuries, a racialized society (Bishop, 

1994; Morrison, 1992). People of color have historically experienced exclusion, isolation, 

and marginalization from dominant mainstream society. Racism has proliferated for a 

long time, especially since 19th century when the media and film industry became larger. 

By highlighting the role of media in the reproduction of racism, van Dijk (1991) argues 

that discourses on race in the mass media, news, and film industry have been shaping 
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representations of ethnic groups and solidifying as well as fixating the dominant racial 

ideology which reproduces racial stereotypes. So, for over decades, there have been links 

between the dynamics of racial discourses and social (re)production of ethnic prejudices 

and stereotypes that are held by the society as a whole (van Dijk,1996). 

In addition to the power of mass media and the film industry in institutionalizing 

racial discourses and ideologies, fictional and nonfictional literary works have also 

played a key role in shaping public awareness of discourse about race (Benhnken & 

Smithers, 2015). Characters in literature such as Mammy, Sambo, and Uncle Tom 

archetypes; noble and fierce Native American warriors; lazy Latinos; and sinister 

Orientals became the archetypes of American writing. By the early nineteenth century, 

the literary tradition of portraying Native Americans as noble savages had become 

commonplace. In poetry, drama, short stories, novels and nonfictions, the image of noble 

savage was ubiquitous in American literary cultures. When it comes to fictional works 

that focused on Mexicans and Mexican Americans, their representations were portrayed 

as being prone to mental illness and lacking in basic morals, and violence or crime. 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there were few appearances of 

Mexican or Mexican American characters in popular fictional writing—when they did, 

they were depicted as racially stereotypical characters. One of the examples presented by 

Benhnken and Smithers (2015) is O. Henry’s Cisco Kid, a collection of stories that 

reinforce popular perception about Mexican as lazy, violent and untrustworthy. 

Moreover, many fictional works focusing on Mexican-origin groups were situated in the 

southwestern border region, thus border fiction emerged as one of the genres (Benhnken 

& Smithers, 2015). One of those literary work was Will Comfort’s novel in 1925 called 
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Somewhere South in Sonora. This novel again showed characters with stereotypical 

images of Mexican bandits, prostitutes, and mix-race characters.  

People of Asian descents had fixed images in popular nonfictional as well as 

fictional literary work. The typical example of literature about Asian groups in the early 

1920s was Fu Manchu. The protagonist in this novel had a sinister nature, which is based 

upon negative stereotypes about Asian men. This caught the public attention, insinuating 

to readers how serious the yellow peril was in the United States. In many popular literary 

works, people of color thus appear as the victims of racism, but the heroes frequently 

appeared to be whites (Benhnken & Smithers, 2015).  

 

Racial discourse and children’s literature  

The discourse of race has been also reflected in children’s literature. Prior to 

1960s, people of color were virtually invisible in children’s literature or they were 

portrayed in negative and/or stereotypical representations (Aoki, 1993; Botelo & 

Rudman, 2009; Harris, 1993; Mendoza & Reese, 2001; Nieto, 1997). Nancy Larrick’s 

(1965) article The All-White World of Children’s Books called national attention to 

invisibility and under-representation in multicultural children’s literature. Larrick (1965) 

did a survey of children’s book published during 1962, 1963, and 1964, and found that 

there were only 6.7 percent of the books that had one or more Black characters. Her 

survey revealed that many of the characters were featured as backdrops or portrayed as 

slaves, servants, migrants or menial workers.  

Related to the issues of invisibility and the ‘all-white world’ of children’s books, 

or the pervasive whiteness of children’s literature (Larrick, 1965), other studies have 
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been conducted to analyze racial representations of cultural groups in children’s literature 

and to understand the racial discourse in children’s literature. Edmond (1986) did a 

content analysis on racial representations within 952 children’s picturebooks that were 

written from 1920 to 1984. Her study shows nearly 70 percent of all picturebooks 

examined were white-dominated and the representations of other racial groups within 

children’s picturebooks were highly stereotyped, inaccurate and generalized. Pescosolido, 

Grauerholz, and Milkie (1997) examined racial representations of African Americans 

within children’s picturebooks from 1937 to 1993 and found similar results. However, 

they argued that the racial representations were dependent upon the historical context and 

amount of racial conflicts occurring in the U.S. during the time when the books were 

written. Through the analysis, they gained an understanding of how racial representations 

are shaped by societal changes in the U.S.   

In this light, a wide range of research studies have shed a light on the disparity in 

publishing numbers that showed predominantly white characters in children’s books 

(Edmond,1986; Larrick, 1965; Pescosolido, Grauerholz, & Milkie, 1997). These studies 

have critiqued that the majority of the children’s books were dominated by white 

characters and those that were focusing on people of color heavily depicted with 

stereotyped representations.  

During the 1960s and 70s, there were sociocultural changes that called for 

multiculturalism. The growing attention to multicultural education and teaching fostered 

multicultural children’s literature that reflects diverse life experiences, values, 

worldviews of individuals and groups considered outside of the sociopolitical and 

cultural mainstream of American Society (Botelo & Rudman, 2009; Taxel, 1995). Yet, 
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despite the growing movement of multiculturalism and multicultural education, which 

has encouraged and promoted racial equity and social justice, there are still ongoing 

issues in children’s literature such as racial representations, lack of visibility, cultural 

accuracy and authenticity.  

 

Racial diversity in multicultural children’s literature  

Conversations about issues of diversity in children’s literature are not new. The 

lack of diverse representations in multicultural children’s literature has been a 

contentious issue in education. After Larrick’s (1965) examination of the depiction of 

race and critique on the scarce representations of people of color in children’s literature, 

multiple voices have critically discussed this issue of excluding and stereotyping people 

of color in children’s literature (Bishop,1993; Dudley-Marling, 2003; Harris,1993). One 

of the major critiques on this issue was that literary depictions of racial groups outside the 

dominant society have been used to entertain Whites and the representations of those 

racially marginalized groups were replete with stereotypes which were pervasive in all 

aspects of American culture (Harris, 1993). 

Regarding this issue, scholars, educators, and researchers have been wrestling 

with these issues of racial representations and have continuously advocated for pushing 

toward humanizing representations of racial diversity in children’s literature (Banks & 

Banks, 2009, Brooks & McNair, 2009; Enciso, 1997; Harris, 2003; Nieto, 2002; Sleeter 

& Grant, 1999). Despite voices advocating for the diversity of racial representation, 

stories are still unequally presented even in today’s literary landscape (Forest, Garrison, 

& Kimmel, 2015; Thomas, 2016). According to the statistics collected by the University 
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of Wisconsin’s Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC), 77 percent of children’s 

books feature White characters (CCBC, 2018). Of the 3,134 children’s books they 

reviewed in 2018, just 23, or only one percent, depicted Indigenous characters. Five 

percent depicted Latinx characters, seven percent had Asian Pacific Islander/Asian 

Pacific American characters, and 10 percent had African/African American characters 

(CCBC, 2018). Although the percentage of white characters in books has dropped 

compared to the previous years in 2014 and 2015, the number of diverse characters only 

marginally increased over three years. While books about diverse characters are 

important, so are books by diverse authors. What is also shown in the CCBC’s annual 

report is that there is a troubling trend of books that feature diverse characters of color 

but are not written by authors from that background (CCBC, 2018). In other words, a lot 

of books do contain characters of color but are created by white authors, which leads to a 

question about who has the right to tell diverse stories. In light of these statistics, it 

cannot be denied that issues of excluding, marginalizing, misrepresenting of people of 

color continue to be persistent problems in multicultural children’s literature.  

Even within highly acclaimed books that portray people of color, stereotyped 

depictions still exist and they perpetuate bias, cultural misinformation, and fixed 

representations of a particular group. Martinez-Roldnan’s (2013) study on children’s 

picturebook Skipppyjon Jones addresses the issue of (mis)representations of Mexican 

culture in multicultural children’s literature. In her study, she examined languages and 

images in Skipppyjon Jones and revealed that the misuses of gender suffixes, borrowing 

of particular Spanish words or elements into English, and certain descriptions of typical 

Mexican food have brought about misrepresentations or stereotypes, subtle ridicules, and 
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mockery. Through her analysis, she places high importance on examining sociohistorical 

and sociopolitical forces that are constructed within texts, and further highlights 

understanding the ideologies of race, class, and gender embedded in texts.  

 The issues of racial and cultural representations within multicultural children’s 

literature are further complicated by understanding underlying ideologies embedded in 

children’s books. Willis-Rivera and Meeker’s (2002) critical analysis on picturebooks 

discuss how multicultural texts can be read from the standpoint of whiteness, or White 

gaze. White privilege in the texts they examined positions people of color as non-

American commodities and objects of a White gaze. According to Willis-Rivera and 

Meeker (2002), the racial groups are represented as exotic/commodity and placed in 

position of objectification for the White gaze. The characters of color were objectified as 

exotic objects, positioning readers in the White gaze and implicitly ‘othering’ people of 

color. In addition, stories analyzed in this study depict white people as the sole, primary 

inhabitants of the U.S., distinctively privileged, and technologically advanced, whereas 

people of color are portrayed as groups of people who all stand outside of the U.S. based 

norm (Willis-Rivera & Meeker, 2002). What is also noted in this analysis is that the 

White gaze implied in texts has positioned the audience of the texts as white readers. This 

positioning gives an assumption that the students of color reading the texts are positioned 

as ‘others’, which “clearly gives the white reader the pleasure of the appearance of 

diversity, while still protecting the white position as separate from the position of people 

of color” (Willis-Rivera & Meeker, 2002, p.277).  

Yoon, Simpson and Haag (2010) investigate how the ideology of assimilation or 

pluralism is dealt with in multicultural books. Among 12 randomly selected multicultural 
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picturebooks, the analysis focuses on 4 picturebooks that were identified as books 

reflecting assimilation ideology. Two major themes emerged from the analysis of the 

picturebooks embedded with assimilation ideology: transitioning from cultural resistance 

to cultural assimilation and depicting American dream. They posit that the portrayals of 

immigrants’ making shifts to assimilate into American society, glorification of the 

mainstream culture, and pursuit of the American dream have the underlying ideologies 

and viewpoints that children need to forgo their own cultural heritages and values in 

order to assimilate and become part of American dominant culture that has power. 

Through the analysis, it is noted that these underlying ideologies embedded in texts may 

insinuate images and messages to young readers that immigrants’ assimilation into the 

dominant system is highly valued by society (Yoon, Simpson & Haag, 2010). 

 

Cultural accuracy, authenticity, and representation  

Cultural authenticity is another critical issue that cannot be overlooked in 

children’s literature. Writers and artists who portray cultures through literature have a 

responsibility to ensure that they provide accurate and authentic cultural details as their 

work offers readers a powerful means for developing cultural awareness and diversity. In 

this regard, issues of accuracy and authenticity are of critical concerns in children’s 

literature. Accurate historical information and richness of details are important to break 

down negative stereotypes and encourage readers to understand and appreciate different 

cultures. However, accuracy is not enough (Mo & Shen, 2003, Smolkin & Suina, 2003). 

The richness of cultural details in accuracy do not fully constitute an appropriate 

definition for cultural authenticity. The aspects of cultural accuracy “only answer the 
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question whether the facts posited in the story believably exist in that culture, but they do 

not tell whether these facts represent the values that most people of the social groups do 

or do not believe” (Mo & Shen, 2003, p. 200). Thus, focusing on cultural facts, having 

rich accurate cultural details, or avoiding stereotypes are not enough to define cultural 

authenticity (Mo and Shen, 2003).  

What is critical in authenticity is whether the cultural values and practices 

represented in the literature are accepted as norm within that social group. In other words, 

close attention is needed whether the values, facts and attitudes portrayed in literature can 

be accepted by the members of the culture as a whole (Hearne, 1993; Mo & Shen, 2003). 

Mo and Shen (2003) elaborate that “some cultural facts and practices may be realistically 

reflected in the story but may not be considered authentic because members of the culture 

do not agree with each other on interpretation of their values” (p. 201). In this regard, 

even though literary work can be considered accurate by depicting existing cultural 

practices with the focus on facts and information, but they may not be authentic if they do 

not reflect the beliefs, attitudes, or actual practices accepted by, or considered believable 

to be held within that culture, the people of that particular culture.  

The debates about cultural authenticity is further complicated as to who can write 

the story. There have been various perspectives among authors, illustrators, editors, 

publishers, educators, and theoreticians, and researchers on whose story is authentic, but 

this debate has been often narrowed down to simplistic insider/outsider distinctions, 

specifically whether Whites should write books about people of color (Fox & Short, 

2003). Yet, the majority of the authors and literary scholars have pointed out that this 

question is too simplistic and rather sets up a dichotomy if it is simply a matter of judging 
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whether or not the author is an insider or outsider to the culture. More important issue in 

the discussion of cultural authenticity is at how a particular cultural experience of 

authors/illustrator has been represented within their literary work. In other words, the 

question of what types of experiences authors and illustrators have in their literary work 

is of concern. Regarding this, it is difficult to evaluate the level or degree of experiences, 

but most believe that authors and illustrators need to have diligence and effort before 

creating literary work by having in-depth experiences and engaging in active research 

within the culture (Cai, 2003, Moreillon, 2003). This may include spending considerable 

amount of time within the culture and or having significant personal relationships with 

people in a particular cultural group. Authors and illustrators, in this regard, are 

suggested to engage in careful research and become involved in various aspects of 

culture, including cultural values and customs they are trying to portray in their literary 

work, instead of being satisfied with depicting stories with merely superficial aspects of 

culture (Mo & Shen, 2003). In addition to that, it is critical for them to recognize and 

acknowledge the difficulties or challenges inherent in writing especially about culture 

outside with own culture. They should also indicate how they have worked to gain the 

‘real’ experiences needed to write a particular culture (Bishop, 2003).  

Authors and illustrators indeed have social responsibility for creating stories at 

their individual levels. However, authors/illustrators do not act alone but work as a team 

together with translators, agents, editors, and publishers. Thus, bookmakers as a team are 

responsible for researching a specific culture when creating a book. Their responsibility 

as a whole involves considering accuracy in the details of everyday life and language for 

a culture, understanding values and beliefs of that culture, and observing types of 
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representations from other published books of that culture (Short, 2019). As a team, 

cultural authenticity as well as accuracy needs to be thoughtfully researched and 

investigated, and more importantly, careful consideration be given to understanding 

issues of representation. A book may be well portrayed with accuracy and authenticity 

but can still cause a representational issue. When a limited number of books are available 

about a specific culture, it is difficult for only a few books to be representative of an 

entire culture. Or if a certain image is overrepresented with the same images across many 

books, this can bring about misconceptions or stereotypes of a specific culture. When an 

event or thing of a particular culture is presented over and over with the same images, 

readers come to see the culture in a limited way. What is more, representational issues 

can be raised when different cultures are unfairly compared within the stories, for 

instance, one culture portrayed with traditional and historical elements and the other with 

contemporary depictions. These unbalanced comparisons may perpetuate 

hierarchy/power in cultures, resulting in divisions into superior or inferior cultures.  

These issues of cultural accuracy, authenticity and representations are complex 

and multidimensional. They do matter for all readers, scholars, bookmakers and 

educators in taking a stance of viewing cultural diversity with multiple perspectives, 

going beyond the surface level of culture, gaining consciousness in questioning and 

interpreting meanings embedded in texts, and critically thinking about issues of cultural 

differences, equity, and social justice. 
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Issues of power and social justice in children’s literature  

Children’s literature can be a gateway to read the world by questioning about 

social oppression and inequity, by unveiling and unmasking the dominant discourse, and 

by recognizing individuals and groups who are marginalized, disregarded and oppressed 

by unjust power. Reading the world through children’s literature includes the resistance 

to the past and present legacies of oppression, which still remains to be interrogated and 

critiqued (Bradford, 2007; Young, 2000).  

Discourses of power have been reflected in texts as well as images in children’s 

literature. Ideologies of colonialism and imperialism, in particular, have been deeply 

ingrained in children’s book and the dominant western literary discourse that privilege 

Western cultural practices have silenced, othered, and exoticized particular cultural 

groups. Children’s books that are imbued with Western ideologies, as Fang, Fu, Lamme 

(2003) argue, are “forms of postcolonial discourse reflective of an imperialist mentality” 

(p. 286). They pinpoint that there is a tendency, among these books, to perpetuate 

stereotypical images and misrepresentations of certain cultures through otherness and 

exoticism in order to meet the expectations of mainstream dominant western culture 

(Fang, 1998; Fang, Fu & Lamme, 2003; Ma, 1998). These representations may 

emphasize the ‘superficial’ diversity of non-Western cultures that lead them look 

‘different’. Such practices may “run the risk of perpetuating separateness and reinforcing 

negative cultural stereotypes” (Fang et al., 2003, p. 294). These books can possibly be a 

powerful force of reinforcing dominant ideologies and contributing to legitimating the 

dominance of mainstream values in literature. Thus, children’s literature that hold 

dominant Eurocentric ideologies can “run the risk of doing injustice to particular cultures 
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and of creating new stereotypes, because they foster a distorted view of the world and of 

our relationships to it and other human beings” (Fang et al., 2003, p. 295).  

In order to resist the reinforcement of othering and perpetuation of dominant 

power structure, children’s literature needs to be a tool for critical literary that helps 

readers read the world, deconstruct the dominant hegemony and oppressions that 

permeate societies, and take action to create social change (Freire, 1970). Reading 

children’s literature through a critical lens provides a vehicle for readers to reexamine the 

colonial legacies and the history of racial, cultural, and ethnic groups that have been 

repressed, misrepresented, omitted and stereotyped by the dominant culture of the West. 

In this vein, through children’s literature, readers read, understand, and gain insights into 

power and social injustices happening across societies and around the world. Social 

justice does matter in children’s literature for the readers to understand the root causes of 

and the solution to oppressions and social injustices. More importantly, social justice 

does matter in children’s literature as a process of decolonizing, challenging, and 

confronting misconception and stereotypes that lead to inequality and oppression. This 

social justice-oriented approach is vital in children’s literature to support readers to build 

a critical understanding of one’s social world and take actions on changing to a just 

world. 

 

Related Research Studies on Children’s Literature and Postcolonialism 

The legacies of colonization and imperialism affected not only cultures, people and 

places, but also textuality (Nel & Paul, 2011). Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002) 

particularly focused on exploring literary work “during and after the period of European 
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imperial domination and the effects of this on contemporary literature” (p. 2). They 

asserted that postcolonial writing in literature involves interrogating and dismantling the 

dominant European discourses. In this sense, postcolonialism in literature is viewed as a 

critical scrutinization of colonial relationship and resisting colonial perspectives 

(Ashcroft, Griffiths &Tiffin, 2002; Boehemer, 1995).  

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when European imperialism 

was at its peak, texts especially for young children were engaged with concepts and 

ideologies that reflected colonialism and the superiority of European culture (Bradford, 

2007). Discourses of colonialism, imperialism and neocolonialism have been deeply 

embedded in texts and they have appeared in many books for the young. McGillis (2000) 

noted that the legacies of colonialism, imperialism, and neocolonialism are presented in 

children’s literature and they depict minority cultures as inveterately inferior in some 

ways to the dominant European or Eurocentric culture. Postcolonialism in literature, in 

this regard, is viewed as an activity of mind to interrogate these legacies and to liberate 

the study of literature from traditional and Eurocentric ways of seeing world (McGillis, 

2000). 

Braford’s (2007) Unsettling Narratives: Postcolonial Readings of Children’ s 

Literature provided insights on gaining a critical lens that enables readers to analyze 

colonial legacies embedded in children’s literature. She touched upon diverse aspects of 

the impact of colonialism on societies and discusses how the colonizers became settlers 

of the regions they invaded and transformed or even erased the cultures that they had 

dominated. Focusing on how settler-society is reflected on children’s literature, 

postcolonialism is viewed as a form of talk that “enables investigation of how children’s 
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texts represent the experience of colonialism in the past and its effects in the present” 

(Bradford, 2007, p. 9). Through the lens of postcolonial theory, she argued that texts in 

children’s literature recycle the colonial discourses naturalized within mainstream 

cultures.  

Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature and the Postcolonial Context by 

Roderick McGillis (2000) is another powerful reading that offers various approaches to 

children’s literature with discussions of colonization and its impacts on different 

societies. This collection of essays are written by diverse authors’ postcolonial 

perspectives of children’s literature. Throughout the collection, authors discuss and 

critically examine children’s literature in various regions of the world and the impact of 

colonization, postcolonialism and neocolonialism. The series of essays showed how 

deeply colonial discourses are ingrained in children’s literature and present the 

importance of critically scrutinizing the colonial relationship. More importantly, 

highlighted in McGillis’ (2000) reading is that postcolonialism in children’s literature 

involves engaging in the revisionary readings of canonical texts and enacting liberatory 

activities, or resistance of colonial perspectives, which open spaces for readers to see and 

hear the voices who have been silenced by various colonizing forces.  

In addition to these two prominent scholars, Yenika-Agbaw (2003) conducted a 

critical analysis of West African children’s books through the lens of postcolonialism. 

Her study investigated images and cultural authenticity of the portrayal of West Africa 

and looked into issues of representation through postcolonial perspectives. She examined 

K-12 fiction books set in West Africa written after 1960 by African, African American, 

and White authors. Among 50 books, 13 of them had recurrent images that represent 
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West Africa as either primitive/barbaric or natural/romantic. Primitive representations 

were mostly written by the insider writers and the stories were set either in a jungle or a 

village populated by wild animal and a place of violence. Yenika-Agbaw (2003) 

criticized these depictions of West Africa as barbaric with people whose survival 

methods seemed primitive. By portraying West Africa as a primitive and barbaric place, 

the representations perpetuated the country’s “supposed inferiority related to the West 

through characters and settings that are primitive, harsh, and dangerous” (p.236). In 

addition to primitive/barbaric representations, other dominant images of West Africa 

were about romance and nature. It is pinpointed that these portrayals were written mostly 

by African American or White authors. According to Yenika-Agbaw (2003), black 

authors “glorify their cultural heritage and past traditions, whereas the white authors 

emphasize the exotic nature of West African cultural practices” (p. 236). Within these 

representations, West African cultures were viewed as exotic and the people of this 

culture were described as uncivilized. The primary observation in this study was that 

these dominant images of West Africa as primitive, natural, and exotic can “confirm their 

[the West’s] feelings of superiority and encourage them to rationalize the intervention in, 

and exploitation of, the African continent and its people” (Yenika-Agbaw, 2003, p. 243).  

Yenkia-Agbaw (2008) did another related research study on examining 

children’s picturebooks about Africa that were written between 1975 and 2002 by award-

winning illustrators from western countries. After reading and analyzing the visual texts 

of nine books, she came up with four common messages across the books: Africa as a 

“mythical home” with unexplainable natural and historical occurrences; Africa as a 

vulnerable place prone to foreign invasions; Africa as a place where people share space 
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with animals; and Africans as dignified people with varied cultures. As to ‘mythical 

home’, pictorial and textual representations across these picturebooks reinforced the 

exoticism and mysteriousness of African culture. Additional dominant representations 

reflected that Africa is a vulnerable place that can be easily invaded by 

outsiders/foreigners. Also, some other representations portrayed Africa as a place where 

people share space with animals. Yenika-Agbaw (2008) pointed out that some of the 

illustrations, even in the cover and front page, show the jungle settings with pictorial 

images that showcase exotic animals. The major critique in this study was that some 

authors added too many animals in the settings and she questioned why a particular 

animal is portrayed as often in the company of humans. Yenika-Agbaw’s (2003, 2008) 

analyses concluded that the vestiges of colonialism may continue to affect 

authors/illustrators’ interpretations of culture and people of Africa. These critical 

analyses also demonstrated how essential it is for readers, researchers, and educators of 

children’s literature to have a postcolonial lens to question and uncover different layers of 

meanings that are undergirded by colonial ideologies that privilege Western cultural 

practices.  

Slapin and Seale’s (1992) Through Indian Eyes: The Native Experience in Books 

for Children offers a postcolonial lens to understand and examine the racist ideology 

against Native Americans permeated in children’s literature. This book is a collection that 

contains reviews of a wide-ranging children’s books, essays, and poems that discuss 

confronting the impact of stereotyping in children’s poetry, art, and stories. The major 

argument by Slapin and Seale (1992) was that the Western colonization and mythos of 

Eurocentric heroics surrounding Christopher Columbus are justifying oppression and 
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perpetuating the stereotypes of Native Americans. Through the postcolonial approach, 

this collection intends to counter stereotypes and deconstruct the dominant ideology, 

which targets Native American as inferior peoples with backward cultures.  

Postcolonial lens is also utilized to analyze U.S.-published literature that 

represents cultures outside the U.S. Representations of Muslim culture in children’s and 

adolescent literature published in the U.S. were critically investigated by Raina (2012) 

through postcolonial perspectives. The study was conducted on 24 texts including both 

novels and picture books that had themes of Muslim immigration. The majority of the 

stories of the books were set in the Western English-speaking countries and some of the 

books had stories of immigration to the U.S. Through critical content analysis guided by 

a postcolonial lens, Raina (2012) indicated that the overall patterns describing 

immigrants are associated with othering. Raina (2012) argued, “the concept of colonial 

othering is reinforced as the written and visual narratives reflect values, backdrops and 

characters distinctly disparate from the lived experiences of readers in the U.S.” (p.14). 

The concept of othering and exoticizing, according to Raina (2012), is dominantly 

permeated in the representations of characters throughout the books and these 

representations reinforce the fixed images of Muslims constructed by the western norm.  

Sung’s (2009) postcolonial critique of the representations of Korean and Korean 

American culture in children’s literature explored how imagined communities based on 

U.S. mainstream values and social attitudes are embedded in picturebooks. In this study, 

Korean American immigration and Korean American’s experiences were primarily 

analyzed through the postcolonial lens. She examined that Korean American culture in 

picturebooks is misrepresented through confusions with other Asian cultures, 
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misunderstandings of Asian-Americans, and social mind-set of Korean-Americans. Sung 

(2009) also found out that the cultural diversity celebrated by the U.S. has in fact 

contributed to emphasizing difference and otherness, and to reinforcing the image of 

Korean-Americans as one of the Orientals. Other findings in this analysis indicated that 

Korean Americans presented in the picturebooks were typically identified within the 

larger category of Asian-Americans and that Korean culture is mirrored with generic 

Asians.  

Issues of otherness and exoticism in children’s literature are more scrutinized in 

The Exotic, Mysterious and “Darkest Africa” by Raina (2014). She argued that children’s 

literature can play a critical role in either giving voice to or silencing the other. Raina 

(2014) analyzed books about African Muslims residing in the continent or in the 

diaspora. Focusing on two young adult novels and two picture books, she examined the 

different identities of African Muslim characters. The major aspect that she found across 

four books is the representation of Muslim women being depicted as “abject subjects, 

comprising a discomfiting mixture of the dehumanized, oppressed, and exotic” (Raina, 

2014, p. 45). When it comes to these female representations, she questioned how hijab, or 

head covering, is depicted as a necessary wardrobe component that these third-world 

Muslim females have to wear. Challenging the dominant discourse of Muslim women 

wearing hijab, Raina (2014) noted that “…it has been and is being worn by many Muslim 

women within their various cultures and regions and is usually adhered to through a 

personal choice rather than a dress code that is enforced by Muslim men” (p.138). In 

addition to the representations of Muslim women, findings showed that demonizing 

images of Muslim men are relevant rhetoric in most of the books. Based on the examples 
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within these books, she argued that the books portray Muslim society as permitting 

women to be beaten for disobedience, enslaved in marriage or stoned to death for looking 

at another man, yet no such societal norm exists in Islam” (p. 142). Muslim males in 

these stories are depicted as corrupt, violent, and oppressive whereas females are 

portrayed as oppressed and restricted by the male-dominant discourse, which reinforces 

stereotypes of gender role in Muslim culture (Raina, 2014). Along with issues of 

representations of genders, the positioning of the West against East, or the Us/Them 

binary position, was a common theme across the books in this study. Some of the images 

showed the distinction of East and West, presenting blatant visual images and settings 

that contrast between lives in Western countries and those of the East or other third world 

countries. The constant comparisons between East and West were delivered through the 

settings presented in the books and through the dialogue of the characters (Raina, 2014). 

Overall, critical content analysis in this study clearly demonstrated that written and 

pictorial representations were dated versions of African Muslims and these depictions 

were presenting “a boxed-in version of Africa and Islam” (Raina, 2014, p.144). 

Moreover, the examples presented in the literature exposed the “regimes of hegemony 

that form, reinforce, and circulate accepted stereotypes” (p.144). 

Additional recent studies on critical content analysis of children’s literature 

through the lens of postcolonialism also inform my study. Sakoi and Sung (2019) 

conducted a critical content analysis study framed with critical theories including 

postcolonialism to investigate visual and written images in translated picturebooks in 

relation to Japan’s postwar national identities. From a postcolonial viewpoint, the authors 

questioned how the World War II experiences in Japan are portrayed in picturebooks. 
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The research exploration centered on Japan’s postwar attitudes that focus on Japanese 

victims in texts as well as images. The four picturebooks were examined in this study to 

uncover the victimhood and national ideology in Japanese children’s books. Based on the 

analysis of the relationship between characters and audiences, color modes and character 

gazes, gestures and actions, mood of the setting, and characters’ positions, the authors 

found two major themes that demonstrate Japanese nationalism within a peaceful 

victimhood culture. First is an individual level of victimhood, which emphasizes the 

individual experiences of victims portrayed in picturebooks. This emphasis encouraged 

readers to develop a sense of the victimhood of vulnerable social groups and to recognize 

the innocence of individuals as symbolic victims of the war. Second is the social and 

political institutional experiences of victimization. Through representations of collective 

victimhood (e.g. victimized innocent Hiroshima atomic bomb victims) or victimized 

Japan and symbolic attributes (e.g. Hiroshima City, Hiroshima Atomoic Bomb Dome, 

mushroom cloud), readers foster empathetic and sympathetic feeling, which enhances a 

victimhood identity and shapes a concept of nationhood.  

Through the postcolonial lens, the study revealed that Japan’s post-war imagined 

nationalism is embedded in the illustrations of the books. Images of innocent and 

vulnerable social groups, symbolic icons, and settings imply the Japanese as victims but 

not as colonizer-aggressors during wartime. This visual evidence in picturebooks 

encourages readers to develop empathy and sympathy, and further strengthens the 

symbolism of innocent war victims. However, Japan as the colonizer or war aggressor 

during the WWII is not evident in children’s texts (Sakoi & Sung, 2019). They further 

argue that the depiction of Japan solely as victim in picturebooks ignores historical fact 
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and knowledge of Japanese occupations during this war era. This critical content analysis 

from a postcolonial perspective uncovered how Japan’s victimization has operated to 

position itself as ‘Self’ and other colonized nations, suppressed by Japan, as ‘Other’. 

Moreover, the images of Japanese victimization and nationalism have overlooked the 

voices of the victims who were oppressed by Japan during that war. Overall, this critical 

analysis of visual images in picturebooks gives a powerful message of gaining awareness 

and understanding of historical and current perspectives on Japan’s actions through a 

postcolonial lens and sheds light on the importance of critically analyzing the meaning of 

(in)visible histories in children’s literature.  

Martinez-Roldan and Davila (2019) also employed postcolonial theory to 

conduct a critical content analysis of visual images in the picturebook Holy Mole!: A 

Folktale from Mexico. Although the book claims to retell to a traditional Mexican 

folktale, this critical content analysis study demonstrated that the story overlooks the 

Indigenous, pre-Columbian origins of moles and reinforces a colonialist ideology which 

erases and appropriates the contributions of Indigenous communities to Mexican culture. 

Framed within postcolonial theory and decolonizing research, the authors focus on visual 

graduation, illustration style and narratives, and examine how the story privileges 

Spanish colonizers and minimizes the Indigenous pre-Columbian peoples of Mexico. The 

argument in this analysis was that the illustrator’s visual choices depict the story’s young 

protagonist Carlos—the orphaned Indigenous Mexican boy who works in the 

monastery—as a subaltern to the adult characters who are the Catholic missionaries. The 

title page illustration of this picturebook shows a very tiny barefoot Carlos with an empty 

bowl, which alludes to the images of hungry children with empty bowls often used by 
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charities for raising funds for food donations. Other images show Carlos on the ground, 

kneeling and cleaning the monastery floor, which underscores the subaltern position. 

They also found out the illustrator used the downsized quantification of mass in order to 

depict Carlos as significantly smaller than other adults. Moreover, the illustrator’s 

application of skin tone of the characters aligns with the colonial caste system. Martinez-

Roldan and Davila (2019) noted that the illustrator’s color selections “position Carlos as 

the exotic Other among the lighter-toned characters and normalize colonial racial caste 

system” (p.184). They also insisted that the interplay between the words and images in 

the book reinforce the racial colonial caste system between the Spanish 

missionaries/friars and the Indigenous persons of Mexico. Their observations and 

critiques in this analysis further involved the issue of the minimalist style of the main 

character, which subtly promotes that cartoon-like representation of characters are 

positioned as objects, reinforcing social narratives that Indigenous communities were 

comprised of exotic Others. The minimalist visual style and lack of emotional range in 

illustrations of the main character made the main character typecast, thereby, these 

minimal details and qualities in visual images advance or reproduce the colonialist 

ideology.   

 

Related Research Studies on Portrayals of U.S. Immigrants in Children’s Literature  

 Related studies on the portrayals of U.S. immigrants in children’s literature 

guided me to better understand how children of immigrant families are portrayed in 

words and/or images. I focused on the two major research studies by Lamme, Fu, and 
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Lowery (2004) and Leu (2001), which supported my focus on Korean immigrant/Korean 

American picturebooks published in the U.S. 

Lamme et al’s (2004) thematic content analysis on U.S. immigration examined 

how immigrant stories are categorized in accordance with the experiences of immigrant 

families and communities depicted in the picturebooks. In their study, Lamme et al’s 

(2004) explore picturebooks portraying diverse experiences of immigrants from arrival to 

adjustment in the U.S. The major themes of immigration across the books they 

investigated are making transition, making connection, and becoming American.  

The first thematic pattern, categorized as making transition, involves the 

subthemes of feeling lost and homesick, adjusting to an American experience and 

working toward fulfillment of dreams. Also included in this pattern are representations of 

immigrant families and their children facing adjustment to an unfamiliar culture in a new 

country. Lamme et al (2004) further state that adjustments involve living arrangements 

and ways of dealing with daily life such as attending to school and jobs, making new 

friends, and encountering language barriers. Working toward fulfilling their dream, 

according to Lamme et al (2004), refers to working together to help make their dreams 

come true in their adopted homeland. The second thematic pattern is making connection 

which refers to continuing traditional celebrations, creating memories and revisiting their 

homeland. The theme of making connections includes: love and memories of those who 

have been left behind; family members’ passing down their items to create memories and 

express their sense of nostalgia; celebrating traditions of their homeland; longing to 

return to home, sharing one’s culture with children and feeling connected to their cultural 

roots. The third thematic pattern is becoming Americans, which encompasses bridging 
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two cultures, linguistic and cultural assimilation, the process of acculturation, and 

developing new identities as Americans (See Table 2.1). 

 

Table 2.1 Lamme et al’s (2004) thematic category of immigrant experience 

Themes Subthemes of the immigrant experience 

 

 

 

Making transition 

- Feeling lost and homesick 
- Adjusting to the American experience  
- Working toward fulfillment of dreams 
- Facing adjustment to a foreign culture in a new 

country 
- Ways of dealing with daily life attending to 

school and jobs, making new friends, and 
encountering language barriers 

- Working together in new land to help make their 
dreams come true in their adopted homeland 

 
 

 

 

Making connection 

- Creating memories and revisiting homeland 
- Love and memories of those who have been left 

behind 
- Family members pass down items to create 

memories and express their sense of nostalgia 
- Celebrating traditions of their homeland when 

families move to the U.S. as a way to keep their 
cultural traditions and pass them on to the new 
generation 

- Longing to return to home and sharing one’s 
culture with children and feel connected to their 
cultural roots. 

 

Becoming American 

- Bridging two cultures 
- Linguistic and cultural assimilation 
- Developing a new identity as “American” 

 

While Lamme et al (2004) focus on themes related to immigration experiences, 

Leu (2001) discusses themes that particularly focus on being Asian Pacific American 
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(APA) in the U.S. Leu (2001) analyzes fiction books about APA published in the U.S. 

between 1990 and 1999. This thematic content analysis on APA books was conducted to 

observe how APA people are portrayed in children’s literature. In Leu’s (2001) study, 

APA books are classified into 8 thematic categories: 1) Acculturation, 2) APA heritage 

and tradition, 3) Common everyday experience, 4) Family relationship and family stories, 

5) Growing up and finding oneself, 6) Success in the new world, 7) surviving racism and 

discrimination, and 8) miscellaneous.   

According to Leu’s (2001) content analysis, the thematic pattern of acculturation 

is about adjusting to life in a new country such as learning the language, making friends, 

intercultural experiences, and discrimination. APA heritage and tradition concerns 

celebration of traditional holidays, reuniting family members, making traditional food 

together and playing with cousins and/or other family members. Common everyday 

experience refers to the thematic pattern of family member enjoying leisure time 

together. Family relationship and family stories addresses family relationships, sibling 

rivalry, parent-child relationships, and bonds between grandparents and grandchild. 

Growing up and finding oneself is the thematic pattern of struggling between two cultures 

and finding a place of their own. Success in the new world is about challenging 

occupational stereotypes. Surviving racism and discrimination is shown as a thematic 

pattern of survival and/or achievement of a goal in the face of racism. The last is 

Miscellaneous, other themes that involve APA characters reflecting on their heritage 

through exposure to people and places. 

Both Lamme et al’s (2004) and Leu’s (2001) thematic classifications are helpful 

to understand picturebooks about the stories of Korean immigrants, Korean Americans, 
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and their families and communities in the U.S. Although Lamme et al’s (2004) categories 

of immigration experiences—making transition, making connections, and becoming 

American—encompass a general immigration population portrayed in the picturebooks, 

these three thematic patterns are evident in the picturebooks about Korean immigration 

experiences in the U.S. The first five categories in the Leu’s study (2001)—

Acculturation, APA heritage and tradition, Common everyday experience, Family 

relationship and family stories, Growing up and finding oneself—emerged in the 

picturebooks that depict Korean immigration experiences. Only a few thematic patterns 

with regard to the categories of Success in the new world and Surviving racism and 

discrimination are found in the Korean immigration theme picturebooks. Leu (2001) 

describes the category of Success in the new world with the subtheme of challenging 

occupational stereotypes and the category of Surviving racism and discrimination with 

the subtheme of facing serious episodes of racism and achieving goals in the face of 

racism. Yet, these are not predominantly seen in the Korean immigration experience 

picturebooks. Issues of encountering and challenging explicit racial discrimination were 

only found in a couple of the Korean immigration theme stories selected in my study 

Aekyung’s Dream and Sumi’s First Day of School Ever. There are a few textual and 

visual depictions of characters facing racial discrimination at school due to the Korean 

main character’s physical appearance. The thematic patterns found in the two major 

research studies on the portrayals of U.S. immigrant children by Lamme, Fu, and Lowery 

(2004) and Leu (2001) were used to support the understanding of experiences of 

immigrant children in Korean picturebooks.    
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Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter provides an overview of professional readings and research 

studies encompassing: the importance of reading the world through multicultural 

literature and multicultural education, critical issues in multicultural children’s literature, 

related research on children’s literature and postcolonialism, and relevant studies on 

portrayals of U.S. immigrant in children’s literature. All of these relevant research studies 

as well as professional readings have informed, guided and scaffolded my research 

inquiry.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Critical content analysis frames this study by guiding me to locate my research 

within a theoretical frame and enabling me to think with the theories when analyzing 

texts and illustrations in picturebooks. Postcolonial theory is the major lens for critical 

investigation of this study and is used as an analytical device to address the following 

research questions: 1) How is Korean culture represented in these picturebooks? 2) How 

do representations of Korean culture interplay within words and pictures? 3) How do 

representations of Korean culture shift and/or transform in accordance with the 

publishing years of picturebooks? 4) How do social, historical, cultural, and political 

contexts of publishing years interplay with the representations of Korean culture in 

words and pictures?  

This section briefly introduces content analysis as a methodology and then 

‘critical’ aspects in content analysis is further discussed.  

 

Content analysis as a Methodology 

Content analysis is a flexible research method for analyzing texts, describing, 

and interpreting artifacts of a society (Beach, Enciso, Harste, Jenkins, Raina, Rogers, 

Short, Sung, Wilson, and Yenika-Agbaw, 2009; White & Marsh, 2006). This method of 

analysis dates back to the 17th - 18th century when Western European scholars used it for 

religious purposes. It was used to analyze content in newspaper articles and examine 

hymns for possible heresy (Krippendorff, 2003). Content analysis moved beyond 

religious affiliations and became an accepted methodology in the 20th century. In the 

1950s, this analysis thrived in the U.S. in a variety of academic fields such as library 
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studies, information studies, and mass communication. In the U.S., content analysis had 

close associations with communication studies in particular. Journalism flourished and 

the scholars related to this field were interested in exploring the types of news being 

covered. During this period, quantitative approaches in content analysis were used to 

analyze media including radio, television, film, and the Internet. From a quantitative 

perspective, content analysis is viewed as “a research technique for the objective, 

systemic and quantitative description of manifest content of communication” (Bereleson, 

1952, p. 18).  

While this quantitative nature of content analysis is mostly highlighted in 

communication fields (Neuendorf, 2002), qualitative approaches were also used content 

analyses (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krippendorff, 2003; Wilson, 2009) in other fields 

such as discourse analysis, textual analysis and rhetorical analysis etc. Going beyond 

merely summarizing and counting words, qualitative content analysis is used as “a 

research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the 

systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes of patterns” (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). This qualitative nature of analysis is viewed as a research 

technique to make inferences from texts (Krippendorff, 2003) and the primary focus in 

this method is on attending to the content or contextual meaning of the text (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). The contents are interpreted through coding and identifying themes or 

patterns and they are analyzed in order to make inferences from the texts to the contexts.  

In children’s literature analysis, Galda, Ash, and Cullinan (2000) argue that 

there are two major strands of research method: literary analyses and content analyses. 

According to their argument, literary analyses examine individual texts or genres to 
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describe what the authors do, whereas content analyses examine what texts are about. 

They dichotomize these two strands of analysis by stating that while literary analyses 

focus on narrative patterns, character development, and symbolism, content analyses 

focus on themes, underlying ideas or patterns, or ideological positionings. 

Stephens (2015) opposes this distinction in that “the basis of analysis of 

children’s literature has ever been ‘theme and content’ analysis, and the question which 

always drives such analyses is what is this text about?” (p. v). The answers to this 

question embrace content, theme, and underlying ideas or ideological underpinnings. 

Stephens (2015) points out that what seemed to be missing in the distinction by Galda et 

al. (2000) is an understanding that theoretical perspectives matter in literary analysis and 

that “any analysis of stylistic devices, or narrative patterns is directed towards the 

interpretation of content” (p.vi). In this light, the focus of content analysis in children’s 

literature is on representations of human experiences, and the research not only seeks the 

answers to the questions like ‘what happens here?’, but also subsumes higher-level 

questions such as ‘How do I determine the significance of what happens here?’ 

(Stephens, 2015, p.vi).  

Even in content analyses of children’s literature, it is quantitative methods that 

were initially used (Galda, Ash & Cullinan, 2000). But research has recently become 

qualitative “with researchers taking a theoretical position that frames the development of 

research criteria for text analysis based on an understanding of texts and readings of these 

texts in the social, cultural, and political contexts in which they are considered” (Short, 

1995, as cited in Johnson, Janelle & Short, 2017, p.5). This qualitative nature of method 

flows from humanistic, not positivistic approaches. Thus, during the research, open-
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ended questions replace hypotheses, and researchers read through the data to find 

patterns. So, the research questions may be revisited during the research and they may 

change as the data takes different directions emerging from the data. This recursive 

process, which is referred to as a hermeneutic loop (Krippendorff, 2004), is a way of 

“recontextualizing, reinterpreting, [and] redefining the research until some kind of 

satisfactory interpretation is reached” (p. 87-88). It is through this process that findings 

become positioned within the researchers’ theoretical frame. 

Qualitative content analysis also reflects a reader-response-oriented approach 

(Rosenblatt, 1938), which advocates that meaning is not in the texts but rather in the 

reading events. In other words, the transaction between the text and reader/researcher is 

central in qualitative content analysis. The qualitative nature of the research argues that: 

texts have multiple meanings that are dependent on the analyst’s intentions 
as a reader and the context of the study because the purpose for the reading 
influences the meanings that are constructed as research findings. Analysts 
read to draw inferences from texts to apply to the context of study, thus to 
make sense of something outside of the text (Johnson, Janelle & Short, 2017, 
p.4).  

 
A qualitative approach strengthens my research investigation. As the qualitative 

nature of content analysis explores what texts are about and examines what 

interpretations or inferences can be drawn from the text in consideration of a particular 

stance or perspective, this methodology scaffolds my research to analyze textual and 

visual representations in picturebooks. Since the words and images in my research are 

analyzed through a critical theoretical lens of postcolonialism, critical content analysis is 

my research tool that guides me to explore underlying meanings and messages in relation 

to power within picturebooks.  
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“Critical” Content Analysis 
 
 The term “critical” in research approach is rooted in critical theories that reveal 

the issues of power, knowledge, discourse, and hegemony (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1992, 

2009; James Gee, 2011). By taking a critical position, researchers focus on locating 

power and domination in social practices by reading the world, uncovering unequal 

conditions, and transforming realities that are embedded in society (Freire, 1970; Rogers, 

2004). In this light, critical content analysis differs from content analysis in that 

researchers take a political stance to examine texts from critical perspectives. By taking a 

political stance, researchers using critical content analysis read power and unveil how 

power is exercised, circulated, perpetuated, and reconstructed. In critical content analysis, 

“researchers use a specific critical lens as the frame from which to develop the research 

questions and to select and analyze the texts” (Johnson, Mathis & Short, 2017). Botelho 

and Rudman (2009) support this act of bringing a critical lens in analyzing children’s 

literature. According to their view, using this critical lens in children’s literature is vital 

in that it acknowledges the fact that “all literature is historical and cultural product and 

reveals how power relations of class, race, and gender work together in text and image, 

and by extension, in society” (p. 1).  

In critical content analysis, the theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, and 

power lead readers and researchers to locate how power relations are exercised in words 

and images. Using critical content analysis, researchers may pose questions such as: 

What (or whose) views of the world are represented in texts and images? Why are the 

texts written in that way? Why are the illustrations portrayed in that way? What 

assumptions do the texts and/or images make about age, gender, class, culture, and etc? 
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Who is silenced/heard? What ideological positions can readers identify? How do 

particular cultural and social contexts make particular readings available?  

These questions can invite them to read and reread words as well as illustrations, 

helping them think critically how words and illustrations work together and take stock of 

how power is represented in those written and pictorial contents. Readers and researchers 

are able to expose historical and sociopolitical dimensions of power relations that are 

constructed in words and images. Moreover, this critical lens guides them to deconstruct 

dominant ideologies that have been instrumental in perpetuating social inequalities and 

also in distributing unequal power in a society. This further creates a space to disrupt 

binary thinking, examine issues of privilege and power, uncover unequal social structure 

by locating how the power structure is exercised in words and images, and interrogate 

power structures that privilege particular groups and discriminate others (Botelho & 

Rudman, 2009). 

Taking a political stance with a critical lens to examine inequity and power may 

be criticized by some researchers as this positioning could be viewed as subjective. As 

remarked by Freire (1970), however, all research is non-neutral. Particularly when it 

comes to research in children’s literature, Eagleton (1996) asserts that “literature is a 

social construct that is historically, socio-politically, and discursively rooted in social 

ideologies that maintain power relations” (p.6, as cited in Botelho & Rudman, 2009). 

Simply put, all literature is a cultural and historical product. Stories in literature emerge 

from a particular place and time and reflect specific cultural and temporal contexts. In 

other words, “stories are social constructs offering a selective version of reality, told from 

a particular focalization or viewpoint” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 8).  
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In this vein, words and illustrations can also be reflections of historically, 

socially, and politically bound ideologies, reproducing the dominant values of a culture at 

a particular time. Thus, the writing and illustrating in children’s literature is shaped by 

sociopolitical contexts (Botelho & Rudman, 2009). In addition, when reading literary 

works, each reader brings diverse lived experiences, cultural backgrounds, and value 

systems that are different from those of other readers. In this regard, texts are never 

neutral (Vasquez, 2012) as individuals transact with their own perspectives and 

reconstruct particular meanings from the texts (Rosenblatt, 1938). Moreover, reading is a 

sociocultural and sociopolitical activity shaped by the reader with many different social 

influences upon the reader (Botelho & Rudman, 2009). Due to these diverse meanings 

and perspectives emerging from the words and images by readers, all reading is political 

and doing research on analyzing words as well as illustrations in children’s literature is a 

subjective and political act.  

Taken as a whole, critical content analysis in children’s literature prioritizes 

critiquing the accepted norms and questioning what is presented, how it is presented by 

whom and for what purposes (Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 

2017). To put it another way, this method is to raise questions of whose story is told, who 

has the power to speak, and how the stories are being told. As clarified by Johnson, 

Mathis, and Short (2017): 

In critical content analysis, the focus is on the critique, on a critical 
examination of issues of stereotyping and misrepresentation in 
literature, a deconstruction of books and the societal issues that are 
reflected in representations of particular groups of people. (p.6) 

 
This critical examination allows researchers to see how literature represents power and 

how readers can connect those messages with issues of social change and justice. This is 
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supported by Freire (1970), who argues that a critical lens is committed to questioning 

who benefits (critique), considering new possibilities (hope), and taking action for social 

justice (praxis and action). In conjunction with Freire’s (1970) views, critical content 

analysis invites researchers as well as readers to be equipped with ways to “unmask 

dominant ideologies, integrate what they know about themselves with what they learn 

about others, and translate their reading and thinking into social action” (Botelho & 

Rudman, 2009, p.9).  

The major step for researchers in this method is to immerse themselves into 

critical theories which are relevant to their work. There are many possible critical theories 

into which researchers can be immersed: critical race theory, critical feminism, 

poststructuralism, Marxism, postcolonialism, trauma theory, gender and queer theory, and 

childism (Short, 2017). Critical content analysis recognizes the importance of prioritizing 

theory. Beach et al (2009) note that what makes ‘critical’ is the theories and their 

frameworks that are used to think within, through and beyond the text. The process, 

which is called “plugging in” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012), guides researchers to 

interweave theory and data as a way to think in a more integral way. In other words, this 

research tool allows researchers to locate studies within a theoretical frame and immerse 

themselves by thinking with theory about their data. After recognizing the theory as a 

priority and immersing into the data, researchers then come back to the theory for 

interpretation and discussion.  

My research is grounded in critical content analysis in order to examine the 

issues of cultural (mis)representations in picturebooks through the lens of postcolonial 

theory. The focus is on ‘critical’ in that the research is to question how social, cultural, 
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historical, and political contexts are embedded in pictorial and textual representations of 

Korea in picturebooks published in the U.S. Also, the ‘critical’ aspects of analysis allow 

me to delve into how these representations interplay with the underlying issues of power 

and how they will eventually influence readers. In so doing, this research attempts to go 

beyond the level of critique to look for ways to resist the existing stereotypes and 

representations. As a crucial research tool for this study, critical content analysis is 

committed to deconstructing the literature that reflects particular groups in fixed 

representations and also to seeking out new possibilities of developing counter-narratives 

in children’s literature. More importantly, as a researcher, I envision that this research 

will contribute to bringing about action for social justice and equity. 

 

Visual Analysis Tools 
 

Visual images in picturebooks are analyzed and interpreted within this study. 

Various strategies for analyzing visual images are introduced by multiple researchers 

with diverse viewpoints (Bang, 1991/2016; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Nikolajeva & 

Scott, 2006; Nodelman, 1988; Painter, Martin, & Unsworth, 2013). They have offered me 

insights into significant strategies and possible tools for examining visual images in 

picturebooks, and they have also guided me to examine how children think about and 

respond to illustrations. Among these visual analysis tools, this study mainly uses the 

concepts of ideational meaning by Painter, Martin, and Unsworth (2013) on which 

observations of visual representations are based. The visual tools that were used 

particularly for analyzing illustrations of the picturebooks in this study were drawn from 

the ideational meaning (representation of content or subject matter) with focus on three 
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categories of meaning: participants, processes and circumstances. Participants refer to 

the attributes of the characters portrayed in visual images. Using this, visual images of 

characters’ emotions, appearances and reappearances, and the relations between 

characters are closely examined throughout the analysis. Processes are depictions of 

characters’ specific actions. They involve mental/verbal/physical/behavioral actions or 

relations between these actions. Through this visual system, the characters’ particular 

actions, attitudes, and behaviors are observed. Circumstances stands for the physical 

environments in which the participants interact. The background scenery and setting of 

the story are employed to explain the characters’ interplay within a specific environment. 

By means of this visual system, closely examined in this study are the visual scenes of 

locations, landscapes, and environments where characters are situated in the stories.  

Alongside the theoretical lens of postcolonialism, these three visual systems of 

ideational meaning are used to uncover how characters, places, objects of Korea and 

those of the U.S. are represented in picturebooks and thereby to facilitate a deeper 

understanding of underlying sociocultural, political and historical contexts as well as 

issues of power embedded in the stories.   

 

Criteria for selection of the texts 

For this critical content analysis, I searched for picturebooks about Koreans in 

the U.S. In so doing, there were four criteria for text selections. The first criterion was 

picturebooks that are published and circulating in the U.S. I did a book search by using 

the U.S. research database, primarily using Children’s Literature Comprehensive 

Database (CLCD). Together with this, I also used Amazon.com and searched for books 
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in Worlds of Words collections in College of Education at the University of Arizona. The 

keywords that I used to look up were ‘Korean picture books’, ‘Korean-American picture 

books’, and ‘Korea and U.S. picture books’. I also used the categories of fiction, 

kindergarten, and readers age (1-10). Based on these, I initially found 55 picture books, 

and while going over the list of these books, there were various genres of picturebooks. 

Secondly, as my research interest particularly focuses on examining representations of 

Koreans in picturebooks that portray contemporary life and common situations where 

readers can identify, the genre that I selected was contemporary realistic fiction picture 

books that are published in the U.S. Folktales, historical fiction, fantasy, and traditional 

literature are excluded as they present stories that are set in historical periods or are 

traditional narratives including legends, myths, folklore, and fables. Due to the 

differences in time period and mythical/legendary elements, these genres may contain 

explicit otherness, thus they are not included in this study. With the exclusion of these 

genres, there were 44 contemporary realistic fiction books.  

My third criterion was the range of publishing years of the book. I included the 

earliest one which was published in 1988, so the range starts from the 1980s to the latest 

years of the 2010s. The range of publishing years that I have set in this research allows 

me to observe whether there are differing patterns of representations of Korean cultures 

across the time periods and to find out the extent to which they shift and/or transform 

across the time periods from 1980s to 2010s. Among these contemporary realistic fiction 

picturebooks, I restricted myself to stories of Korean families and communities living in 

the U.S., stories that are set in the U.S. introducing the Korean culture, or stories of 
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intercultural understanding between the U.S. and Korea. In short, the criteria for selecting 

books for this study are:   

1) Picturebooks published in the U.S. 
 

2) Contemporary realistic fiction picturebooks  
 
3) The range of publishing years: From 1980s to 2010s  

 
4) Stories set in the U.S.  

- Stories of Korean families and communities living in the U.S. 
- Stories about introducing Korean culture in the U.S. 
- Stories of cross-cultural understanding between the U.S. and Korea  

 
In accordance with the last criterion, I did not include picturebooks that have stories of 

Koreans, or Korean communities and families set in Korea. Even so, four picturebooks 

are included in this study, which are unclear as to whether they are set in Korea or in the 

U.S. They portray Korean families in their households without mentioning the country in 

which they are living. In this light, these stories could be set either in Korea or the U.S. 

But I did not exclude these books since the backgrounds of the authors of these stories 

indicate that those stories are probably set in the U.S. Some authors of these books are 

Korean Americans who were born in the U.S. and may have maintained the heritage 

language and culture during their lives in the U.S. Others are U.S.-born but only have a 

few Korean linguistic and cultural experiences. Still others are Korean American authors 

who lived in Korea during their childhood and then came to the U.S. Considering these 

authors’ diverse backgrounds and experiences in the U.S., these four picturebooks are 

assumed to be set in the U.S., therefore, they are included in this study.  

Books that are clearly set in Korea are excluded in this study (6 picturebooks). 

Also, I excluded adoptee stories (7 picturebooks). Picturebooks about adoptee families 

have stories of American parents adopting a Korean child to become part of that 
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American family. However, due to my research focus on representations of families and 

communities of Korean heritage living in the U.S., picturebooks of adoptee stories are 

excluded in this study. 

Table 3.1 overviews the process of selecting picturebooks based on the criteria I set. 

Table 3.1 Process of text selection 

55 picturebooks 
Contemporary realistic fiction (44) Non-contemporary 

realistic fiction (11) 
Stories of 
Koreans, 
Korean 

families and 
communities 
living in the 

U.S.  
*(27à25)  

Stories of 
Koreans, Korean 

families and 
communities that 
are assumed to be 

set in the U.S. 
(4) 

Stories of 
Korean 

families and 
communities 

living in Korea  
(6) 

Adoptee 
stories  

(7) 

Folktales, 
Legends, 

Myths  
(5) 

Historical 
Fictions  

(6)  

*The initial selection of the books were 27 picture books. However, with the exclusion of the 
books New Cat and Here I am, the number of final text selection is 25 picturebooks. 

 

Based on my criteria, the final text selections for this study are the books in the 

first column in this table which have stories of Koreans, or Korean communities and 

families living in the U.S. (25 picturebooks) and the ones in the second column that are 

assumed to be set in the  U.S. (4 picturebooks). Among the text selections in the first 

column, there are picturebooks with stories about biracial and multiracial families that 

hold Korean heritage and culture. Dumpling Soup is a picture book about a young girl 

living in Hawaii who makes dumplings with her family for New Year’s celebration. Her 

entire family is multiracial with Chinese, Hawaiian, Korean, and Japanese cultures and 

heritages. In this story, the whole family celebrates the mix of food, customs and 

languages from all of their cultures. I included this book for my analysis because the 

Korean heritages and cultures are essential in this multiracial family. In addition to 
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Dumpling Soup, I included Cooper’s Lesson, which is a story of biracial Korean 

American child who has a Korean mother and a white American father. The book 

presents how Cooper is caught between two worlds and describes his struggles to find 

where to belong. Throughout the story, he navigates two different worlds and embraces 

his bicultural identity. The story powerfully portrays how Korean culture and heritage is 

part of his two worlds, so this picturebook was also added in the set of books for the 

analysis of this study. Furthermore, I included This Next New Year which is a story about 

a biracial boy (Half-Chinese and Half-Korean) celebrating the New Year in two different 

ways. As a Chinese Korean American, he tells how Korean culture and heritage is 

maintained during the New Year and how he is embedded in the mixture of Chinese and 

Korean heritages and traditions. This book is included in my analysis because the story 

shows how Korean heritage and culture are critical in this boy’s cultural and family 

identity.  

Within the text selections in the first column of the table, two picturebooks –New 

Cat and Here I am—were included in the initial text set. However, they were later 

excluded because the stories have few relevance to Korean families or communities in 

the U.S. New Cat presents a story about a cat living in a tofu factory owned by a Korean 

immigrant in Bronx, New York City. This cat is found by the Korean tofu factory owner 

when he first comes to the U.S. The book briefly mentions that the owner is a Korean 

living in the U.S., however, the story is primarily about the cat living in the factory trying 

to chase a mouse that entered the factory production room. Since there are few 

representations about the Korean owner in this story, this book is not included in this 

critical content analysis. Here I am is a wordless book about a boy’s transition from an 
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unspecified Asian country to New York with his family. The boy goes through 

difficulties adjusting to a new place in the U.S. The story is inspired by the author’s 

background and personal experiences of immigration from Korea to the U.S. However, 

the author does not specify where the protagonist and his family are moving from and it 

is uncertain whether the story is specifically about a Korean immigrant family. So, this 

book was also excluded in the book selection for this study. With the exclusion of New 

Cat and Here I am, 29 picturebooks (25 in the first column of the Table 3.1 and 4 in the 

second column of the Table 3.1) are the final text selections for this study.  

In conclusion, 29 picturebooks were examined through critical content analysis 

in this study. Making distinctions of insider/outsider authors and illustrators was not the 

prioritized criterion when selecting my initial text set. However, since the backgrounds of 

authors and illustrators do matter as they have impact on issues of representations, they 

are discussed in the last part of section of this chapter. 

 

Research Positionality 

My identity as an insider Korean and my position of being an Asian graduate 

student and a researcher of color in the U.S. are crucial components in this study, 

particularly as to understanding and investigating representations of Korean communities 

in the U.S. depicted in children’s picturebooks. I was born and raised in Korea and came 

to the U.S. for my studies, however, my interactions with Koreans who have been living 

in the U.S. for a long time as immigrants have guided me to witness their personal 

experiences as well as hear their voices. All of these experiences have drawn me to 

explore how the lives of Korean communities in the U.S. are reflected in children’s 
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books. Moreover, having Korean immigrants and Korean Americans family members on 

my father’s side has accelerated my interest in delving into this exploration. With the 

positionality of being both an insider to Korean culture and an outsider of mainstream 

society in the U.S., I had strong emotional connections to Koreans living in the U.S. and 

this led me to enter this analysis to examine how the lives of these Korean communities, 

especially Korean immigrants or Korean Americans, are represented in children’s 

literature. Through this study with the postcolonial lens, I view myself as a researcher 

who is committed to taking a critical stance to uncover and disrupt the issues of power 

and ideologies embedded in representations of ethnic groups in the U.S. as portrayed in 

children’s picturebooks.  

 

Characteristics of picturebooks 
 

Before I started my data analysis, I first synthesized characteristics of 

picturebooks by listing annotated bibliographies of the books (year of publication, title of 

the book, name of author/illustrator, and summary). And I also grouped the picturebooks 

by year of publication and also by settings/themes across the stories. Finally, I identified 

the cultural backgrounds of authors and illustrators.  

 

Annotated bibliography of the books 

Table 3.2 shows the list of year of publication, title, name of the 

authors/illustrators, and annotations of the picturebooks.  
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Table 3.2 Annotated bibliography: Year of publication, title, author/illustrator, 
summary 

 
Year 
1980s 

Title Author Illustrator Story 

1988  Aekyung’s 
Dream 

Paek, Min  Paek, Min With the influx of Koreans into the 
United States, the author tells the 
story of a young girl who struggles 
with adjusting to a new, sometimes 
hostile and frequently bewildering 
culture. The story tells of 
Aekyung's struggle to fit in yet still 
keep her identity. Eventually, she 
realizes that the only way for her to 
fit in is to embrace her home 
culture whilst adjusting to a new 
one. 

 
Year 

(1990s) 
Title Author Illustrator Story 

1993 Halmoni 
and the 
Picnic 

Choi, 
Sook Nyul 

Karen M. 
Dugan 

When Yunmi's class plans a picnic 
in Central Park, her Korean 
grandmother agrees to chaperone. 
But Yunmi worries that the other 
children will make fun of 
Halmoni's traditional Korean dress 
and unfamiliar food. 

1993 Dumpling 
Soup 

Jama Kim 
Rattigan  

Lillian 
HsuFlanders 

Marisa gets to help make 
dumplings this year to celebrate the 
New Year. But she worries if 
anyone will eat her funny-looking 
dumplings. Set in the Hawaiian 
islands, this story celebrates the 
joyful mix of food, customs, and 
languages from many cultures. 

1994 One 
Afternoon 

Heo, 
Yumi  

Heo, Yumi While Mino and his mother do 
errands in their neighborhood, 
Minho explores various places such 
as hair salon, icecream store, pet 
store, shoe repair store, and 
supermarket. During their visits to 
various places, Mino experiences a 
wide variety of sounds from all of 
these places and surroundings.  
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1995 Father’s 
Rubber 
Shoes  

Heo, 
Yumi 

Heo, Yumi Yungsu has difficulty adjusting to 
life in the United States after his 
family moves from Korea. Since 
they were all happy in Korea, he 
can't understand why they left. 
When his father tells him a story 
from his own childhood, it helps 
him to understand a parent's desire 
to provide a better life for the next 
generation. 

1997 Yumi and 
Halmoni’s 
Trip 

Choi, 
Sook Nyul  

Karen M. 
Dugan 

When she travels to Korea with her 
grandmother, Halmoni, Yunmi 
looks forward to visiting relatives 
she has never met, but she also 
worries about whether Halmoni 
will want to return to New York. 

1997 My Best 
Older 
Sister  

Choi, 
Yangsook 

Cornelius 
Van Wright, 
Ying-Hwa 
Hu 

Suni’s grandmother only pays 
attention to taking care of her 
brother. Suni is jealous because 
Halmoni focuses solely on baby 
brother. But, her grandmother 
understands just how Sunhi feels 
and soon they have worked out a 
way to make her baby brother’s 
first birthday party. 

1999 Dear Juno Pak, 
Soyung  

Hartung, 
Susan 
Kathleen 

Although Juno, a Korean American 
boy, cannot read the letter he 
receives from his grandmother in 
Seoul, he understands what it 
means from the photograph and 
dried flower that are enclosed and 
decides to send a similar letter back 
to her. 

1999 One 
Sunday 
Morning 

Heo, 
Yumi 

Heo, Yumi Minho and his father spend a day at 
the park, experiencing all the 
surroundings and diverse sounds 
around them. 

 
Year 
2000s 

Title Author Illustrator Story 

2000 Halmoni’s 
Day  

Bercaw, 
Edna Coe 

Hunt Robert Jennifer, a Korean American, is 
worried that her grandmother, 
visiting from Korea, will embarrass 
her on her school's Grandparents' 
Day, when all grandparents will 
receive awards in her class. Jennifer 
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is worried that the Korean-speaking 
Halmoni will not fit in with the 
other modern grandparents of her 
classmates. She is also worried 
about not being able to 
communicate with her 
grandmother. But the event brings 
her understanding and acceptance. 

2000 The Trip 
Back 
Home 

Wong, 
Janet 

Jia, Bo Korean American girl living in the 
U.S. visits Korea with her mom to 
see her grandmother and other 
relatives in Korea. She meets the 
extended family and experience 
Korean culture.  

2000 This Next 
New Year 

Wong, 
Janet S.  

Choi, 
Yangsook  

This book is about biracial boy 
(Half-Chinese and Half-Korean) 
celebrating the New Year in two 
different ways. With his friends 
who also celebrate this holiday, he 
is excited to get prepared for next 
year and have good luck.    

2001 The Name 
Jar  

Choi, 
Yangsook 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

After Unhei moves to the United 
States from Korea, she begins to 
feel that the pronunciation of her 
name is too difficult for the 
children at her new school. Unhei 
decides that she will choose an 
American name. 

2002 The Have 
a Good 
Day Café  

Park, 
Frances 

Potter, 
Katherine 
Park, 
Ginger 

Mike's grandmother, who has 
moved from Korea to live with 
Mike and his family in the United 
States, inspires him to suggest an 
idea to help their floundering food 
cart business. 

2002 Good-
Bye, 382 
Shin Dang 
Dong 

Park, 
Frances  

Park, 
Frances  

A beautiful picture book with a 
reassuring message and 
multicultural appeal. Jangmi, a 
young Korean girl, can't bear the 
thought of leaving her home at 382 
Shin Dang Dong and moving to 
America. This sensitive story 
follows Jangmi as she gradually 
adjusts to her new neighborhood in 
Massachusetts, meets a young 
friend and begins to feel 
comfortable once again. 
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2003 Sumi’s 
First day 
of School 
Ever  

Pak, 
Soyung  

Kim, Joung 
Un 

Sumi, a Korean American child, is 
lonely and afraid when she starts 
school, but with the help of a kind 
teacher and a friendly classmate, 
she comes to realize that school 
may be "not-so-lonely, not-so-
scary, not-so-mean." 

2003 My Name 
Is Yoon 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Disliking her name as written in 
English, Korean-born Yoon, or 
"shining wisdom," refers to herself 
as "cat," "bird," and "cupcake," as a 
way to feel more comfortable in her 
new school and new country 

2003 Behind the 
Mask 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

As Halloween approaches, Kimin’s 
mother suggests that he might find 
something for a costume in his 
grandfather’s boxes. Kimin has 
mixed feelings about his 
grandfather, recalling that once on a 
visit to him in Korea he had been 
terrified by him. As Kimin goes 
through a box of photos, he sees 
some of masked dancers 
performing. In another box, he 
finds costumes and masks, 
including the one his grandfather 
must have been wearing when he 
frightened Kimin. Dressing as a 
mask dancer for Halloween gives 
Kimin a chance to reconnect with 
both his grandfather and his Korean 
heritage.  

2004 Cooper’s 
Lesson  

Shin, Sun 
Yung  

Cogan, Kim Cooper's Lesson is about a young 
boy who is embarrassed by his half-
Korean, half-Caucasian identity. 
His mother insists he speak Korean 
even though he feels like everyone 
is making fun of him. He dreads 
encounters with Mr. Lee, a grocery 
store owner. One day, in his haste 
to leave, Cooper forgets to pay for a 
brush. Accused of shoplifting, he 
has to spend days in Mr. Lee's 
shop. Cooper learns through 
spending time with Mr. Lee to 
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appreciate his multi-cultural 
identity. 

2006 The Best 
Winds  

Williams, 
Larua E 

Kim, Neilan 
Eujin  

Grandfather follows the old Korean 
ways, wearing hanboks (traditional 
robes) and removing his shoes in 
the house. When he tries to involve 
his grandson, Jinho, in the craft of 
kite making, the boy respectfully 
obliges, although he tunes out the 
old man's long-winded stories. Still, 
as the day of the "best winds" 
approaches, Jinho is caught up in 
the excitement of the craft and the 
shared experience.  

2006 Yoon and 
the 
Christmas 
Mitten 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Yoon, a Korean American, is 
excited to hear about Santa Claus 
and Christmas at school, but her 
family tells her that such things are 
not part of Korean tradition. 

2007 Babies 
Can’t Rat 
Kimchee! 

Patz, 
Nancy 

Roth, Susan 
L. 

A baby sister should wait until she 
grows up to do the same things as a 
big sister does, such as ballet 
dancing and eating spicy Korean 
food. 

2008 Yoon and 
the Jade 
Bracelet 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Although she really would have 
liked a jump rope for her birthday, 
Yoon is happy to receive a Korean 
picture book and a jade bracelet 
passed down from her 
grandmother, and when she wears 
the bracelet to school it seems as if 
her wish for a jump rope and a 
friend is about to come true. 

2008 Bee-Bim 
Bop 

Park, 
Linda Sue  

Lee, Ho 
Baek  

Bee-bim bop (the name translated 
as “mix-up rice”) is a traditional 
Korean dish of rice topped, and 
then mixed, with meat and 
vegetables. In bouncy rhyming text, 
a hungry child tells about helping 
her mother make bee-bim bop: 
shopping, preparing ingredients, 
setting the table, and finally sitting 
down with her family to enjoy a 
favorite meal. 
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Year 
2010s 

Title Author Illustrator Story 

2010 What 
will you 
be, Sara 
Mee? 

Avraham, 
Kate Aver 
  

O’brien, 
Anne Sibley  

At her Tol, the first birthday party, 
Sara Mee plays the traditional 
Korean prophecy game--Toljabee--
while her extended family and 
friends watch. 

2011 The 
Twin’s 
blanket  

Yum, 
Hyewon 

Yum, 
Hyewon 

Two twin girls, who have always 
shared everything, sleep in separate 
beds with their own blankets for the 
first time. 

2015 Juna’s 
Jar 

Baek, Jane 
 

Hoshino, 
Felicia 

After her best friend, Hector, 
moves away, Juna's brother Minho 
tries to make her feel better by 
finding things to put in her special 
kimchi jar, and each night, 
whatever is in the jar takes her on a 
magical journey in search of 
Hector. 

2016 A Piece 
of Home  

Watts, Jeri Yum, 
Hyewon 

When Hee Jun’s family moves 
from Korea to West Virginia, he 
struggles to adjust to his new home. 
His eyes are not big and round like 
his classmates’, and he can’t 
understand anything the teacher 
says, even when she speaks slowly 
and loudly at him. As he lies in bed 
at night, the sky seems smaller and 
darker. But little by little Hee Jun 
begins to learn English words and 
make friends on the playground. 

2017 No 
Kimchi 
for Me! 

Kim, 
Aram  

Kim, Aram  Yoomi hates stinky, spicy 
kimchi―the pickled cabbage 
condiment served at Korean meals. 
So her brothers call her a baby and 
refuse to play with her. 
Yoomi is determined to eat kimchi. 
She tries to disguise it by eating it 
on a cookie, on pizza, and in ice 
cream. But that doesn't work. Then 
Grandma shows Yoomi how to 
make kimchi pancakes. This story 
about family, food, and Yoomi’s 
coming of age has universal 
themes, and at the same time 
celebrates Korean culture. A 
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kimchi pancake recipe and other 
back matter are included. 

 
 
Years of Publication  
 

The years of publication, as seen in Table 3.2, range from the 1980s to the 2010s. 

The earliest picturebook, as listed in Table 3.2, is Aekyung’s Dream in 1988 and the most 

recently published one is No Kimchi for Me! in 2017. There is only one book in the 

1980s, eight picturebooks in the 1990s, fifteen in the 2000s, and five in the 2010s. Table 

3.3 lists the picturebooks by year of publication. 

 

Table 3.3 Patterns by year of publication 

Year of 
publication 

Picturebooks Year of 
publication 

Picturebooks 

1980s Aekyung’s Dream (1988) 1990s Halmoni and the 
Picnic (1993), 
Dumpling Soup 
(1993), One 
Afternoon (1994), 
Father’s Rubber 
Shoes (1995), Yumi 
and Halmoni’s Trip 
(1997), My Best 
Older Sister (1997), 
Dear Juno (1999), 
One Sunday 
Morning (1999) 

2000s The Trip Back Home (2000), 
Halmoni’s Day (2000), This Next 
New Year (2000), The Name Jar 
(2001), The Have a Good Day 
Café (2002), Good-Bye, 382 Shin 
Dang Dong (2002), Sumi’s First 
Day of School Ever (2003), My 
Name Is Yoon (2003), Behind the 
Mask (2003), Cooper’s Lesson 
(2004), Yoon and the Christmas 
Mitten (2006), The Best Winds 

2010s What will you be, 
Sara Mee? (2010), 
The Twin’s Blanket 
(2011), Juna’s Jar 
(2015), A Piece of 
Home (2016), No 
Kimchi For Me! 
(2017) 
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(2006), Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee 
(2007), Yoon and the Jade 
Bracelet (2008), Bee-Bim Bop 
(2008) 

 
These picturebooks are analyzed based on the year of publication in order to investigate 

the patterns of representations of Korea/US in accordance with the year of publication 

and to find out the extent to which they shift and/or transform over the time periods 

ranging from the 1980s to the 2010s.  

 
Settings and themes across the books  

There are different patterns of themes in the stories of Korean families and 

communities in the U.S. One of the major patterns is that the stories have a theme of 

immigrant families and children who moved to the U.S. Children in these stories are 

assumed to be born in Korea and came to the U.S. with their parents at early ages, or they 

may have just arrived and settled in the U.S., living as recent immigrants. These stories 

focus on how immigrant children are going through new lives in the U.S., encountering 

cultural and linguistic differences, and struggling to make adjustment to the U.S.  

As a second pattern, there are several stories that are not specified as to whether 

the children were born in the U.S. or have immigrated to the U.S. at an early age with 

their parents. The authors portray Korean children living in the U.S. but do not 

specifically describe whether they were born in the U.S. as Korean Americans, or 

whether they were born in Korea and moved to the U.S. right after their birth in Korea. 

Unlike the first pattern of children’s immigration experience story, these picturebooks do 

not directly focus on the stories about immigration experiences such as encountering 

cultural and linguistic differences or struggling with adjustments to new life in the U.S. 
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They rather have a theme of Korean American children making connections to Korean 

heritage, understanding Korean culture, and building intercultural/transgenerational 

relationships with Korean grandparents. However, it is my understanding that these 

stories can, to some extent, be understood as stories of immigration in that these 

children’s parents are U.S. immigrants. In some other cases, grandparents’ experiences 

and adjustments to the new world in the U.S. are also involved. In this sense, these 

picturebooks can be viewed as immigration-related stories.  

Thirdly, there are stories that do not fit under either of the two above-mentioned 

patterns. Little is known about the author’s intention of representing the Koreans as 

immigrants in the stories. The author does not mention whether the Korean child and 

his/her family have moved to the U.S. as immigrants or have come to the U.S. as visitors 

for only certain period of time. Stories within this pattern are in general taking place 

either in households or outside home with no particular information about the country. 

When it comes to the theme of these books, it is difficult to figure out whether or not they 

are immigration-related stories since there are no portrayals of direct immigration 

experiences. These picturebooks do not have any detailed depictions of Korean 

immigrants going through linguistic and cultural transitions, encounters, and/or 

adjustments for their new life in the U.S. nor do they explicitly describe Korean 

Americans who are trying to understand and make a connection to the Korean 

heritage/culture/identity.  
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Usage of Korean terms and language in books 
 
 Different patterns in Korean language usage in stories are found across books. 

Korean terms for cultural items/objects and Korean linguistic expressions are used in 

these books. The first pattern is that the majority of the authors use Korean terminology 

of special cultural items/objects in order to inform readers of Korean culture. Korean 

food items or cultural artifacts/objects that specify Korean culture are introduced with 

Korean terminology and then explained in English. Within this pattern, while authors use 

Korean words and elaborate those terms with specified explanations in the stories, others 

use only a few Korean terms with brief or sometimes even no translations. Some authors, 

for instance, use Korean terms for food items together with translations or explanations in 

English within the stories, whereas other authors provide only brief translations of 

Korean terminology and no translations for Korean expressions used by characters. 

 The second pattern is the use of an author’s note or glossary at the end of the 

book. When Korean terms of cultural items/objects are used in the story, authors usually 

provide a special section for Korean terminology. Either in a glossary or in an author’s 

note, they offer additional space at the end of the book for readers to understand what 

Korean terms used in the books mean. In this space, they give in-depth explanations 

about cultural practices/items. In this case, authors show how the words are pronounced 

and also share detailed information on how the items/practices are used and performed in 

Korea. Some authors who use Korean terms in their stories with a particular focus on 

food items even provide information on food ingredients and cooking instructions in 

detail. 
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 The third pattern is Korean language usage in books with bilingual settings. 

There are only a few cases of bilingual books found across the books. In one case, an 

author’s note is included at the end of the book to give additional information on Korean 

terms that are introduced in the book. In other cases, definitions/explanations of special 

Korean terminology used in the books are shown on the bottom of the page where the 

words are introduced.  

 

Cultural backgrounds of authors/illustrators 

Since the backgrounds of authors and illustrators do matter in cultural 

authenticity, I searched for background information about the authors and illustrators. 

While researching each author/illustrator, there were various ranges of backgrounds and 

experiences of the authors and illustrators:  

1) Authors/illustrators, who were born and raised in Korea, spent a substantive 
amount of time in Korea, but later moved to the U.S. for studies. They still 
reside within the Korean culture. 

2) Authors/illustrators who were born in Korea, but moved to the U.S. at an early 
age, and spent a substantive amount of time in the U.S. They have few 
memories of Korea or its culture but have had a few experiences with Korean 
culture and/or interactions with Korean people. 

3) Authors/illustrators, who were born in Korea, and are immigrants to the U.S. 
They have some experiences and memories of Korea. They sustain the Korean 
heritage and write about their home culture. 

4) Authors/illustrators who were born in the U.S. but lived in Korea and later 
moved to the U.S. They still maintain Korean culture in their homes. 

5) Authors/illustrators who were born and raised in the U.S., and they write 
stories from their family’s Korean heritage. They are influenced by family 
memories or engaged in researching home culture and heritage.  

6) Authors/illustrators who do not have Korean heritage and are outside of 
Korean culture. They have personal experiences in Korea or connections with 
people who are inside of Korean culture to strengthen their understanding of 
Korean culture and heritage. 

7) Authors/illustrators who do not have Korean heritage and are outside to 
Korean culture. They may have or may have not visited Korea, but they 
engaged in research for writing/illustrating. Little is known about their 
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experiences with Korean culture and/or interactions with Korean people. 
 
I researched the backgrounds of the authors and illustrators through web searches, their 

websites, and the author notes presented on the front/back pages of the picturebooks. I 

also visited online sources that would have any information on any of the authors and 

illustrators (interview, blogs, online magazines etc). Detailed information and personal 

backgrounds about the authors are listed in the appendices.  
Some authors have written multiple books and several have worked both in 

writing and illustrating. The majority of the picturebooks are written by authors who have 

Korean heritage and identity. Three authors are found to be born and raised in Korea, 

spent a substantive amount of time in Korea, but later moved to the U.S. for studies: So 

Young Pak (1 book), Hyewon Yum (1 book), Yumi Heo (3 books). Five authors are 

Korean-born immigrants to the U.S. They have some degree of experiences and 

memories of Korea, sustaining their Korean heritage: Min Paek (1), Sook Nyul Choi (3), 

Yang Sook Choi (2), Jama Kim Rattigan (1), and Edna Coe Bercaw (1). There were five 

authors who were born and raised in the U.S., but they are influenced by family 

memories or engaged in researching their home culture and heritage: Frances Park and 

Ginger Park (2), Janet Wong (2), Jane Baek (1), Linda Sue Park (1).  

There are a few authors who do not have Korean heritage. Two authors have 

personal experiences in Korea or connections with people who have lived within Korean 

culture. The other two authors had little information about their experiences with Korean 

culture and/or interactions with Korean people. These authors have conducted research 

on Korea and its culture in order to write their stories.  
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Considering the authors’ background information, the majority of the stories are 

written by authors with Korean heritage and experiences, including authors who were 

born and raised in Korea and later moved to the United States; authors who are 

immigrants to the U.S. with some ranges of experiences or memories; and authors who 

were born and raised in the U.S. with connections to Korean home culture or family 

histories. In light of this, it is important to note that the personal experiences and 

memories of these authors are reflected in the stories of the picturebooks, or they may 

have been heavily inspired by their family members’ stories or memories in Korea.  

As mentioned earlier, there are several authors who have done artwork on their 

own or have participated in illustrating other authors’ books. As far as illustrators’ 

background is concerned, there are four illustrators who were born and raised in Korea 

and spent the majority of their life in Korea: Yumi Heo (3), Yum Hyewon (2), Ho Baek 

Lee (1), Neilan Eunjin Kim (1). Other illustrators are Korean-born immigrants to the U.S. 

Most of them seem to have varying degrees of experiences and memories of Korea, thus 

maintaining their home language and culture. In light of their backgrounds, the images by 

this group of illustrators may reflect their personal stories that are primarily based on 

their past experiences and memories in relation to Korea or its culture.  

Unlike the groups of illustrators who are from Korean heritage or those who are 

raised within Korean culture, there is a substantive number of illustrators who do not 

have Korean heritage or experiences. Based upon the backgrounds of these illustrators 

(more detailed backgrounds are attached in the appendix), it is clear that they neither 

have Korean heritage nor have backgrounds/experiences related to Korea. Little is known 

about whether they visited the country, or whether they have personal experiences with 
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Korean culture or interactions with Korean people. They may have done their own 

research on Korea or may have learned from other insiders of Korean culture with 

varying amount of time spent for their artwork.   

Taking these backgrounds of illustrators into account, it is critical to note that 

there is a high proportion of illustrations and images drawn from this particular group of 

illustrators who are positioned as outsiders of Korean culture and people. The portrayals 

of the country, culture, and people of Korea illustrated by this group need to be carefully 

and critically read as the range of research and experiences matter in cultural authenticity 

and cultural representations in picturebooks.   

 

Procedure and Process of Data Analysis 
 

Through this critical content analysis, I was deeply engaged with words as well 

as pictures and theoretical frames. First of all, when it comes to the engagement with the 

texts, I read and reread the picturebooks multiple times. In the first reading, I positioned 

myself as an immersion reader. Instead of focusing on analyzing the words and images, I 

initially responded to them as a reader. After reading without stopping, I wrote down 

brief initial responses, which were conducted through an aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 

1938), and fully immersed myself into the words as well as pictures presented in the 

stories. Then, I revisited books several times and began to take efferent stance 

(Rosenblatt, 1938), in order to enter into “the process of identifying, coding, and 

categorizing the primary pattern in the data” (Patton, 1990, p.381).  

After entering into an efferent stance, I reread the books and closely looked into 

the characteristics of all picturebooks in terms of storylines and themes, years of 
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publication, background of authors and illustrators (See Table 3.2). As I described the 

characteristics of every picturebook, I revisited all of the images and words in order to 

record representations of Korea and the U.S. I wrote down themes of each book and 

documented the written and visual representations of Korea and the U.S., particularly 

focusing on the cultural features of Korean characters, cultural features of Korean 

backdrops, cultural features of U.S. characters, and cultural features of U.S. backdrops. 

While documenting, I marked these features with sticky notes and re-viewed them.  

During this process, I also made records on page numbers of the written and 

pictorial representations in order for me to find them easily when I revisited them. There 

were only a couple of picturebooks that had actual page numbers. Since the majority of 

the picturebooks do not have page numbers, I created my own strategy of counting page 

numbers to record where specific quotes (for written representations) and images (for 

visual representations) are presented. Each book had the front matter which includes title 

page, the copyright page with publishing history of the book, and acknowledgement. 

After the front matter is presented, the very first page where the story starts is counted as 

page number 1. This method of counting page numbers is used for revisiting the quotes 

and descriptions of images. Also, this is used in the picturebook analysis in the discussion 

section.  

After rereading, re-viewing and recording, I revisited these documents as well as 

marked post-its and began to make notes in the margins whenever there were any 

emerging themes, issues, tensions, and questions on representations. Based on these 

notes, I noted thematic patterns/issues that were emerging across the entire set of 

picturebooks selected in this study. These documents and notes helped me review the list 



 98 

of reoccurring themes or ideas and guided me to combine those that seemed to overlap. 

In this stage, I used index cards to sort out and examine whether themes and ideas went 

into the same group. When groups of index cards with related ideas were clustered, they 

were labeled as a category. There were several times of regrouping themes when they did 

not seem to fit together. In the case of regrouping, it made me create a new category and 

give it a new name or it led me to combine categories and rename them.  

Once I got the sets of categorization recorded, I reviewed this again together with 

the index cards I initially used in order to check if any adjustments were needed in 

making subcategories within categories, combinations of categories, creations of new 

categories, or separations into new categories. Multiple refining processes were 

necessary, so the numbers of categories changed throughout the process. During this 

process, there were repetitive re-readings and revisits of the books as well as the 

documentations. While working together with the data and the categorization, I wrote 

down thoughts and reflections in relation to the theoretical lens I used for my study and 

they were added as I continued rereading and re-viewing the data as well as the 

categories.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provides an overview of critical content analysis as a methodology 

for my study. Within this methodology, further elaborated in this chapter is my 

positionality or stance as a researcher as well as my criteria for selecting picturebooks. 

Characteristics of the selected picturebooks such as annotated bibliographies of the books 

(year, title of the book, names of author/illustrator, and summary), settings/themes, usage 
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of Korean terms and language in books, and backgrounds of authors and illustrators were 

further discussed. This is followed by detailed descriptions of the process of how I 

collected data and how I developed patterns and categories. The next chapter explores the 

representations of Korean families and communities in the U.S. based upon various types 

of categorization, focusing on analyzing themes or issues emerging from the interplay of 

data and theory.  
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CHAPTER 4: REPRESENTATIONS OF DETAILS OF KOREAN CULTURE 
 

This chapter looks closely at how written and pictorial representations are 

portrayed in children’s picturebooks published in the U.S. Based on critical content 

analysis, this study explores how Korean culture is represented in the picturebooks and 

investigates how social, historical, and political contexts interplay within the 

representations of Korean culture in words and visual images. This chapter consists of 

three sections: 1) Representations of living environments in Korea, 2) Representations of 

contrasting lives between the U.S. and Korea, and 3) Representations of Korean culture 

through cultural items/practices.  

 
Representations of living environments in Korea  
 

Images of life in Korea are represented through characters’ memories of Korea 

and images of life in the U.S. are depicted with their daily life in present day. Among all 

the stories of life experiences of Korean immigrants/Korean Americans in the U.S. (See 

Table 3.2), 13 picturebooks portray the Korean character’s memories of the country, 

people and culture. Among others, characteristics of traditional and rural villages and 

rustic countrysides are dominant in 11 picturebooks. Their memories of Korea are 

described either by the children or by the adults in the picturebooks. Either way, 

however, it is evident that the images of rustic, suburban, ancient, and traditional Korea 

are predominantly embedded in all of their memories.  
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Representing Korea as a rural and suburban place 

Three picturebooks show that the child in the story remembers and visualizes 

Korea as a country with rural villages and rustic fields: Dear Juno (1999), Goodbye, 382 

Shin Dang Dong (2002), and The Trip Back Home (2000). In Dear Juno (1999), Juno 

interacts with his grandmother who is living in Korea. In the beginning of the book, he 

looks up to the sky and wonders whether an airplane flying across the sky is the one 

coming from Korea. While watching the plane he thinks of his grandmother who is living 

in a small town of Korea. The text describes that “…he wondered if any of the planes 

came from a little town near Seoul where his grandmother lived…” (p.1). Juno’s memory 

of the place where she lives is additionally described in the last part of the story when he 

dreams about meeting grandmother in Korea. The landscape of grandmother’s place in 

Korea is a remote area. It further describes that “Soon Juno was fast asleep. And when he 

dreamed that night, he dreamed about a faraway place, a village just outside Seoul…” 

(p.28).  

The rural and rustic landscapes are also described in words in Goodbye, 382 Shin 

Dang Dong (2002). Jangmi’s family is leaving Korea to start a new life in the U.S. On 

the airplane, Jangmi tries to hold her memory of Korea and the rural and remote nature of 

landscape of Korea is described, “On the airplane, I sat by the window. We flew over rice 

fields and clay tiled roof. Already I felt homesick” (p.16). In The Trip Back Home (2000), 

it is noticeable that both written and pictorial examples are set against the backdrop of the 

countryside in Korea. In the beginning of the story, the child and her mother are on the 

trip back home “to visit the village where Mother grew up..” (p.1). When they arrived in 

Korea after a day and night flight, the images that portray the backdrop of Korea are 
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countrysides with illustrations of rice paddies, mountains, and fields (p.3-4). Also, the 

backdrop of pastoral surroundings outside the grandparents’ home and the illustrations of 

farming further highlight the countryside image of Korea. On pages 23 and 24, the 

child’s grandfather is depicted as working in the fields with cows for farming and she is 

watching her aunt and grandmother also working in their fields.  

Not only children but also adults remember Korea with images of rural and 

suburban landscapes. The adults’ memories are depicted in Aekyung’s Dream (1988), 

Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), Halmoni’s Day (2000), Have a Good Day Café (2002), 

and The Best Winds (2006). In Aekyung’s Dream (1988), Aekyung has recently moved to 

the U.S. and misses Korea with her memories of being in the home country. Her aunt 

who just came back from Korea visits Aekyung and shares with her how Korea has 

changed. She describes how Seoul, the capital city, has changed with apartment 

buildings, but she highlights that the countryside still remains calm and beautiful. She 

says “When I arrived in Seoul, I couldn’t find my old neighborhood. Instead of Kiwa 

houses, tall apartment buildings were everywhere. But the countryside is as calm and 

beautiful as ever, and the people care for each other as they always have” (p. 12).  

Adults in Halmoni’s Day (2000), The Have a Good Day Café (2002), and The 

Best Winds (2006) are grandparents of a child. They all remember that they had living 

experiences in rustic surroundings such as countrysides and rural and small villages with 

open markets. The grandfather in The Best Winds (2006) tells his story to his grandchild, 

Jinho. He recalls his own childhood memories of living in a small village in Korea. The 

text on page 4 describes the grandfather’s memories in Korea and how the grandchild 

feels about those memories.  
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“Jinho rolled his eyes and stopped listening to his grandfather’s story. 
He was tired of those tales from long, long, ago—tales about fishing, 
tales about growing up in a small village by the sea, tales about boring 
things” (p.4). 
 

In the same vein, the grandmothers in Halmoni’s Day (2000) and The Have a 

Good Day Café (2002) arrives in the U.S. for visits and share their living experiences in 

Korea to their grandchildren. Their memories involve the landscapes of Korea with rice 

fields, countryside, and local open markets near their villages. Grandmother in Halmoni’s 

Day (2000) comes to the U.S. to see her grandchild and joins her granddaughter’s school 

event. During the event, grandmother shares her story about childhood in Korea. She tells 

her memory of her father who went to fight in the Korean War. While she tells the story, 

her memories of meeting her father returning home from the war are visually shown with 

rice paddy fields as the backdrop of this scene (p. 22-23). Also, the grandmother who 

recently moved to the U.S. in The Have a Good Day Café (2002) thinks about her 

memories of Korea and misses carrying food ingredients home from the village market. 

The text describes,  

“‘Every morning as the sun rose over the rice fields, I would cook 
delicious food for my whole family’, Grandma sighs. ‘How I miss my 
country’” (p. 2). 

 
All things taken together, Korea is uniformly depicted as a rural countryside with 

rice paddies and remote nature. It is noteworthy to look at the realities of modern Korea. 

Korea is one of the countries that succeeded in transforming from a poor agricultural 

country to a country of advanced IT industry. In so doing, the country underwent 

sweeping and far-reaching changes in its social structures. The agriculture-oriented 

country in the past turned to an artificial intelligent-driven nation today (Dahlman & 

Anderson, 2000). Characterized as a rural society, the country has changed into an urban 
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society starting in the 1970s, as shown in Table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 Percentage of rural and urban population in Korea 

Year Rural Urban 

1960 60.85% 39.15% 

1970 49.90% 50.10% 

1980 31.27% 68.73% 

1990 18.05% 81.95% 

2000 11.65% 88.35% 

2010 9.07% 90.93% 

2017 8.18% 91.82% 

Source: Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport 

Representations of Korea are based on the characters’ general memories of what 

they experienced in Korea before moving to the U.S. as immigrants. As seen in Table 4.l, 

however, more than 80 percent of Koreans have been living an urban life since 1990. 

When considering the statistics on the change in socio-cultural context of Korea, the 

representations of Korea portrayed in the picturebooks clearly do not reflect the realities. 

In Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), for example, the child protagonist Jangmi is 

from Shin Dang Dong, one of the most urban areas in the capital city of Seoul. Despite 

the implication that she has spent most of her time in the urban area, she feels homesick 

as the plane flies over the rice fields, which are not seen in the Seoul metropolitan city. 

Her descriptions of Korea contradict the memories and nostalgia for her hometown, 

which is located in the city. 
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In light of all these written and visual examples, it is noteworthy to point out that 

the images of rustic, suburban, ancient, and traditional Korea are implicitly embedded in 

the memories of Korea by a child or an adult. Given these, it can be argued that these 

representations subtly bring about the misunderstanding that Korean culture, landscape, 

and people are stagnant and fixed with no cultural fluidity, advancement or progress.  

 

Representing Korea as a traditional culture 

When it comes to child’s or adult’s memories of Korea, the Korean housing 

style, paper door and dress function as illustrative devices to further represent that the 

Korean culture is ancient, traditional, antiquated and old-fashioned. Six books—

Aekyung’s Dream (1988), Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), Yunmi and Halmoni Trip 

(1997), Good-bye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), Halmoni’s Day (2000), and The Trip 

Back Home (2000)—present the traditional Korean style housing called Hanok in 

Korean. The pictures show that clay-tiled roofs and paper doors feature prominently in 

the Korean house.  

A child’s memories of Korea, especially in Aekyung’s Dream (1988), Good-bye 

382, Shin Dang Dong (2002), Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997), The Trip Back Home 

(2000), and Behind The Mask (2003), show the houses in the background with images of 

clay-tiled roofs and paper doors. These images are remembered by both Korean 

immigrant children and Korean American children. Korean immigrant children’s 

memories of Korea is found in Aekyung’s Dream (1988) and Good-bye, 382 Shin Dang 

Dong (2002), whereas a Korean American child’s memories are seen in Yunmi and 

Halmoni Trip (1997), The Trip Back Home (2000), and Behind The Mask (2003). What 
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they have in common, regardless of whether the character is a Korean immigrant or 

Korean American, is that the traditional Korean housing remains in their memories of 

Korea.  

Traditional Korean houses, called Hanok, were originally designed and built in 

the 14th century during the Chosun dynasty (Jin, 2001). As an architectural term 

describing a traditional style of house, Hanok is built with much importance attached to 

its surroundings. The Korean architecture is based upon the principle called Baesanimsu, 

which is the idea that houses should be located with mountains in the background and a 

river or a stream in the foreground (Park, Fouser, & Lee, 2014). Considering its 

surrounding environments, the housing construction is designed to be in good harmony 

with the mountains, lakes, spaces, and other landscapes. The major materials used to 

build Hanok are wood, stone and clay. Among these, a large quantity of clay, particularly 

for walls and roofs, is used to make the houses cool in the summer and warm in the 

winter.  

Given this understanding of how the Korean houses are built with regard to the 

climate and their surrounding environment, it is notable to see that the representations of 

mountains, fields, villages, countryside repetitively emerged together with the images of 

Hanok housing in these stories. The illustrations of Hanok in the picturebooks show the 

housing constructed with tile-roofs, called Kiwa, made out of clay. This is primarily used 

as a building material for roofing. This Korean traditional style of roofing is repetitively 

shown with the images of Korean housing in the stories, representing that the Korean 

houses are predominantly maintaining the traditional way of constructing roofs.   
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Figure 4.1 Hanok with Kiwa roof in Aekyung’s Dream (1988): Traditional Korean 
style houses in harmony with nature 

 
 
 

  

Figure 4.2 Hanok houses with Kiwa roof in Good-bye, 382 Shin Dan Dong (2002) 
 

Traditional Korean doors made out of paper are especially found in Aekyung’s Dream 

(1988), Good-bye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), and Behind The Mask (2003). The child 

in Aekyung’s Dream (1988) misses Korea with memories of how every morning she 
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opened a window to share morning greetings with birds. This scene is portrayed on page 

5 with the illustrations of Aekyung waving her hand through the window (See Figure 

4.3).  

 
 

Figure 4.3 In Aekyung’s Dream (1988), paper door located inside the household is 
seen through the window. 

 
This illustration, as seen in Figure 4.3, shows the outdoor structure of the traditional 

Korean house with clay-tile roof, Kiwa. On the back of this scene is a rice-paper door 

called Changhoji (also called Hanji literally meaning ‘Korean paper’) door, as seen 

through the window where Aekyung is standing.  

 In Good-bye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), the Changhoji door repeatedly appears 

with its images. On page 2, while Jangmi is just about to leave Korea for the U.S., she 

looks outside of the Changhoji door, noticing that the monsoon is coming in Korea (See 

Figure 4.4). 
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Figure 4.4 Jangmi’s house with a Korean-style Changhoji door 
 

  There is another example of Changhoji door on page 5 (See Figure 4.5) in the 

scene depicting the inside of Jangmi’s family household in Korea. Jangmi and her parents 

are having a conversation about moving to the U.S. While the parents are excited about 

going to the new place with the hope that Jangmi will like the U.S. and make new 

friends, Jangmi says that she wants to just stay in Korea and does not like making new 

friends in America. This conversation takes place in their house with the backdrop of 

Changhoji door right behind them. As seen in Figure 4.5, there is another Changhoji 

pattern of decoration on the wall. 
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Figure 4.5 Jangmi’s house with a Korean-style Changhoji door 

The child, Kimin, in Behind the Mask (2003) traces his grandfather’s life story 

through the exploration of his personal items. Kimin’s last memories of seeing his 

grandfather in Korea are described on page 6 (The left image in Figure 4.6). This is a 

scene where Kimin and his grandfather, who do not speak each other’s language, are 

sitting inside the grandfather’s room. The scene also portrays that Kimin’s grandfather is 

living in the Hanok with a Changhoji door as well as a clay-tiled roof. This rice paper 

door is located on the other side of the Hanok building, which is seen through the door of 

grandfather’s room.  
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Figure 4.6 Changhoji door in Behind the Mask (2003) 

Another scene of the Changhoji door is shown when Kimin takes a quick peek at the 

inside of the grandfather’s room and recognizes that his grandfather is wearing the dance 

mask (The right image on Figure 4.6). The text describes, “A light shone from 

Grandfather’s room. Kimin got up and peeked through a hole in the rice-paper door” (p. 

6).  

With regard to the images of the traditional door presented in the book, socio-

cultural contexts of the rice-paper used for the Korean room doors need to be understood. 

The use of the rice paper for doors is one of the features of Hanok. The traditional 

Korean paper, Hanji, made from mulberry trees, is generally used for flat surfaces inside 

the home, including walls, doors, ceilings, and even the floors (Park, Fouser & Lee, 

2014). 
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Figure 4.7 Doors of Hanok with Hanji 

The transparency of the paper enables sunlight to come into the home and helps 

maintain cool temperature inside the room during the summer and warmth during the 

winter. Another feature of this Hanji is the air holes that create ventilation, adjust 

humidity, and trap floating particles, acting as an air purifier. Because of these 

advantages of the paper, the demand for Hanji increased and its use widely spread during 

the Chosun dynasty (from the 15th century) when Hanok was fairly prevalent across the 

country, but this is no longer found in modern Korea.  

Just as the clay-tile roofing is displayed in a repetitive manner, so the paper door 

is also displayed repetitively in the stories, which clearly provides a visual message of 

traditional Korean housing construction. These repeated and oversimplified images of 
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doors represented in the stories can bring misunderstandings of how Korean culture is 

stagnant and fixed, and how it is closely based in traditional practices.   

The portrayals of traditional Korean style of house are evident in adults’ 

memories as well. Aekyung’s aunt in Aekyung’s Dream (1988) mentions a Kiwa house, 

expressing her longing for traditional Korean house and its surroundings. On page 12, the 

aunt’s nostalgia for and memories of a Kiwa house are represented through words and 

illustrations. She says “When I arrived in Seoul, I couldn’t find my old neighborhood. 

Instead of Kiwa houses, tall apartment buildings were everywhere” (p.12). The images of 

Korean buildings with clay-tile roofs in the background of this page further maximizes 

the nostalgia for traditional Kiwa houses.  

The Kiwa house also appears in the grandmother’s memories in Halmoni’s Day 

(2000). Jennifer’s grandmother, who recently came to the U.S., is invited to her 

grandchild’s school event. During the event, she shares her story about her childhood in 

Korea, and meeting her father who went to fight in the Korean war. On pages 24-25, her 

memories of reuniting with her father who returned home from the war are illustrated 

with backdrop images of rice paddy fields and a Hanok house with a Kiwa roof tile.  

The traditional Korean style of house is also noticeable in Father’s Rubber Shoes 

(1995). The Hanok with Kiwa roof is shown on the copyright page in the front matter that 

presents the copyright, year, and address of publication.  
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Figure 4.8 Hanok with Kiwa roof on the copyright page in Father’s Rubber Shoes 
(1995) 
 

The images on the two pages in Figure 4.8 present the surface of the earth and an 

airplane. While the copyright page has the image of a Hanok with Kiwa roof on the left 

side, the acknowledgement page shows images of apartment buildings on the right side. 

The majority of the vehicles displayed on these pages are moving from left to right, 

which gives an implied message of the movement from Korea to the U.S. in 

consideration of the storyline about a Korean immigrant family’s life in the U.S. The 

Hanok on the copyright page in the front matter is characterized with a clay-tile roof and 

the Korean national flag pattern, emphasizing the traditional style of Korean housing. In 

addition to the Kiwa type of Hanok, a different style of Hanok is observed in this book. 

Unlike the Hanok with a clay-tile roof presented in other books, traditional Korean 

houses constructed with straw roofs are found in a scene where Yungsu’s father is telling 
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his childhood memories in Korea. While sharing the story of going to open market with 

his mother to purchase a pair of rubber shoes as his birthday gift, the traditional Korean 

houses with straw roofs are displayed in the background, as illustrated in Figure 4.9.  

 
 
Figure 4.9 Straw-roofed Korean houses in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) 
 

Traditional Korean houses with the roofs made out of straw are another type of 

Hanok, called Chogajip. The straw-thatched roofing is called Chogajiboog, which is 

typically made out of rice straw. The following images (Figure 4.10) are the original 

pictures of the actual constructions of traditional straw-thatched roof houses.  

  
 

Figure 4.10 Traditional straw-thatched house, Chogajip 
 

Only a limited number of Chogajip remain in Korea as a model of traditional 

Korean houses used for the purpose of exhibition (Jin, 2001). They are well-preserved in 
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traditional folk villages to be designated as historic sites for tourism. One of such villages 

is Naganeupseong, where hundreds of thatched-roofed houses are grouped together, 

preserving both cultural landscape and traditional lifestyle (Jin, 2001). As a historical 

site, Naganeupseong is noted as a former administrative town during the Chosun dynasty 

and also for traditional town villages, including a fortress, government buildings and 

private houses. Representing a typical historic fortress village of the Chosun dynasty, this 

place contains the symbols of agricultural society such as thatched-roof houses, old 

customs and communal rites. In addition to Naganeupseong village, there are three other 

major traditional Korean town villages—Bukchon Hanok Village, Jeonju Hanok Village, 

Hahoe Folk Village—that are also renowned for tourist attractions.  

As far as Korean housing is concerned, there have been socio-historical changes 

and shifts. After the Korean War (1950-1953), the house construction industry mainly 

addressed the rehabilitation of houses destroyed due to the war. The Korean government 

initiated a housing project to supply public housing. The major housing structure adopted 

by the government was Yangok, literally translated as a western style house, which paved 

the way for modern Korean housing (Jeon, 2016). During the period of economic growth 

and rapid urbanization starting in the 1970s, there was a major transition in housing style 

in both urban and rural regions. Around the mid-1970s, the Korean government carried 

out a modernizing project in rural areas called Saemaeul Undong (the New Community 

Movement) for the readjustment of the landscapes and improvement of rural housing. 

Hanok, whether a tile-roofed Kiwa house or thatch-roofed Choga house, was generally 

regarded as a symbol of poverty-stricken past of Korea, resulting in a sharp decline in the 

number of Hanok. Instead, people began to prefer the newly emerging housing style of 
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Yangok. As a type of private housing, however, Yangok was not enough to cover the 

demand for the dense population of Korea. After the mid-1970s, there was an advent of 

high-rise apartments. All over the country, not only in the urban areas but also in rural 

areas, apartment housing began to be extremely popular among Koreans, giving rise to a 

declining trend of Hanok. According to Jeon (2016), it is reported that more than 60 

percent of Koreans are residing in apartment buildings. With the exception of traditional 

folk villages in tourist sites, rarely is it possible to see Koreans living in Hanok.  

 Going back to the representations of traditional Korean style houses—Kiwa-

roofed or Choga-roofed Hanok—as one of their typical memories of Korea, it is notable 

that no type of housing other than Hanok is introduced in the picturebooks, to the 

exclusion of an illustration of private Yangok house on pages 3 and 4 in A Piece of Home 

(2016), in words of images. In addition, anything about their lives in an apartment is not 

depicted as part of their memories, except for a brief note of a word ‘apartment’ on page 

12 in Aekyung’s Dream (1988).  

 Taking this into consideration, it is of interest to understand that their memories of 

Korea tend to be too associated with tradition, characterizing Korean culture as ancient, 

antiquated and old-fashioned. What is missing in the representations is social, historical, 

and cultural contexts of transformations in Korea’s housing styles. With no 

understanding of these socio-historical/socio-cultural contexts in the change of Korean 

housing style, recurring representations of Hanok may solidify the perception that Korean 

culture is completely monolithic and unchanging. This may misguide readers to fall into 

the danger of a single story of Korea, implicitly leading them to internalize fixed and 

rigid images of Korean culture and thereby creating a cultural distance from mainstream 
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U.S. culture. 

 

Representations of contrasting lives between the U.S. and Korea 

Since the picturebooks portray the stories of Korean immigrants and/or Korean 

Americans living in the U.S., not only Korean culture but also U.S. culture is presented in 

the stories. Stories that show the lives of Korea and the U.S. are divided into the 

following three categories: 1) Contrasting landscapes: modern/metropolitan U.S. vs. 

rural/suburban Korea, 2) Contrasting dress: Casual dress in the U.S. vs. Traditional dress 

in Korea, and 3) Contrasting food items. 

 

Contrasting landscapes: modern/metropolitan U.S. vs. rural/suburban Korea 

The picturebooks in the first category are One Afternoon (1994), One Sunday 

Morning (1999), Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), The Name Jar (2001), Juna’s Jar 

(2015), The Have A Good Day Café (2002), Halmoni’s Day (2000), Father’s Rubber 

Shoes (1995), The Trip Back Home (2000). These picturebooks involve representations of 

the U.S. as a modern/metropolitan area. The first five picturebooks—One Afternoon 

(1994), One Sunday Morning (1999), Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), The Name Jar 

(2001), Juna’s Jar (2015)—do not have representations of any place in Korea, but only 

have images of the U.S. with portrayals of metropolitan surroundings and urban areas in 

the backgrounds.  

One Afternoon (1994) and One Sunday Morning (1999) are both about a Korean 

child with his mother and his father, respectively, exploring outdoor activities and 

experiencing sounds in different environments. In One Afternoon (1994), when the 

Korean child goes outside with his mother, contemporary buildings (hair salon, ice cream 
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shop, pet store, shoe repair shore, and supermarket) on the streets are presented. One 

Sunday Morning (1999) is about a Korean child with his father exploring different places 

and different sounds. The places they visit are depicted as metropolitan areas with images 

of a subway station, amusement park, and streets with huge crowds of people. 

Metropolitan and urban lives in the U.S. are also clearly depicted in Halmoni and the 

Picnic (1993). Visually described in this book are tall buildings or skyscrapers as well as 

public transportation and vehicles when Yunmi and her grandmother are walking the 

street. Moreover, illustrations of downtown areas in the U.S. are described with visual 

images in The Name Jar (2001) and Juna’s Jar (2015). Likewise, in Juna’s Jar (2015), 

which is a story about the friendship between a Korean girl and a Mexican American 

boy, city life is also vividly pictured. In addition, it is evident that there are detailed 

images of Koreatown in LA together with contemporary buildings, and shops in 

downtown areas.  

There are four other picturebooks, The Have A Good Day Café (2002), 

Halmoni’s Day (2000), Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), and The Trip Back Home (2000), 

which are represented by landscapes of both Korea and the U.S. in its words and 

illustrations. What is notable in these books is that the two countries are in sharp contrast 

to each other visually. The landscapes of Korea are predominantly represented by images 

of countrysides and suburban contexts, whereas those of the U.S. are generally 

represented by metropolitan and urban atmospheres. For instance, the landscapes of the 

two countries are portrayed through the memories of Korea and current life in the U.S., 

particularly in The Have A Good Day Café (2002), Halmoni’s Day (2000), and Father’s 

Rubber Shoes (1995). In the first book, The Have A Good Day Café (2002), the 
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grandmother who came to the U.S. remembers Korea as a place dotted with an endless 

stretch of rice paddies, remote countrysides, and rural villages with local open markets. 

On the other hand, the U.S., where the grandmother is about to settle, is depicted with 

images of huge cityscapes of skyscrapers. As well in a scene where the family is setting 

off to the city to start their food truck business (p.7-8), the text describes, “The streets are 

bustling with cars and trucks and people going to work. The sun shines brightly over the 

tall buildings” (p.7). The background of this scene, illustrating the downtown street 

surrounded by buildings, shops, and vehicles, further augments the representations of 

urban areas in the U.S. (See Figure 4.11).  
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Figure 4.11 Contrasting images of Korea and the U.S. in The Have a Good Day Café 
(2002) 

 
Contrasting images of the landscapes between Korea and the U.S. are also 

observed in Halmoni’s Day (2000). The image presented in Figure 4.12 is a scene where 

the family is on the road heading back home from the airport after picking up the 

grandmother from Korea. The backdrop seen outside the car consists of a variety of 

buildings (e.g fast food restaurants, donut store, motel). On the contrary, portrayals of 
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Korea (the second image in Figure 4.12), depicted through the grandmother’s childhood 

memories in Korea, are mainly composed of rice paddies, remote countryside and rural 

villages.  

 

Figure 4.12 Contrasting images of Korea and the U.S. in Halmoni’s Day (2000) 

In addition, memories of Yungsu’s father in Korea presented in Father’s Rubber 

Shoes (1995) are starkly contrasted with Yungsu’s current life in the U.S. As seen in 

Figure 4.13, the first image shows the childhood memories of Yungsu’s father with the 

portrayals of rural, and suburban environments of the market in Korea.  
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Figure 4.13 Contrasting images of Korea and the U.S. in Father’s Rubber Shoes 
(1995) 

 
The second image in Figure 4.13 shows the town where Yungsu is currently 

living with crowds of people and shops on the street. The background of this scene 

includes buildings and shops (bakery, icecream store, and other shops) on the city street.  

Based on what has been analyzed so far, the landscape stands in sharp contrast 

between the U.S. and Korea. While the U.S. is primarily depicted as a metropolitan city 

with skyscrapers, subway stations, amusement parks, huge crowd people on the street, 
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etc., Korea is largely portrayed as rural countryside. What matters in the stories is that 

both landscapes and surroundings represented in words and illustrations are not equally 

compared and contrasted between Korea and the U.S. From a Korean immigrant and/or 

Korean American point of view, Korea is a country that their family has left behind, and 

the U.S. is a country in which they have to settle down to begin a new life. For them, 

Korea remains a country to be seen from a past-oriented perspective. On the other hand, 

the U.S. is a country to be viewed from a future-oriented perspective. The issue here is 

that the current realities of Korea are rarely reflected in the stories due to unbalanced time 

periods between the two countries. Thus, this dichotomous comparison based on unfair 

representations may have an impact on readers, especially those who are outside of the 

Korean culture. Unbalanced representations embedded in the stories may subtly misguide 

readers to understand that Korea remains static in time and space with fixed landscapes 

of rural and undeveloped in social infrastructures. These unfair representations can thus 

lead to the danger of reinforcing cultural superiority/inferiority and thereby (re)producing 

the hegemony that creates the narratives of otherness.  

 

Contrasting dress: Casual dress in the U.S. vs. Traditional dress in Korea  

This category focuses on the daily clothing of characters in the 13 picturebooks 

that portray the images of the U.S. and its culture. The majority of the characters who 

reside in the U.S. wear casual clothing commonly seen in contemporary daily life (e.g. 

shirts, pants, skirts, one-piece dress, sweater, etc.). In six out of 13 picturebooks, 

however, images of Korean grandmothers who recently came to the U.S. stand out in 

their traditional Hanbok. What is notable in each picturebook is that the Korean 
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grandmother appears in her traditional Korean dress (or Hanbok) as daily clothing in the 

U.S., whereas other characters are all portrayed with casual outfits that are commonly 

seen in current daily life.  

The grandmother, or Halmoni, who has recently moved to the U.S. to live with 

her grandchild’s, family appears as the main character in Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 

and in Halmoni’s Day (2000). A Korean American child, Yunmi’s grandmother in 

Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) has just come to the U.S. from Korea. Her image wearing 

traditional Korean dress is shown on the front cover of the book, which depicts Yunmi 

and her Halmoni getting on the school bus. Yunmi’s Halmoni maintains wearing Hanbok 

throughout the story from the beginning to the end. Not only at home but also at the 

school picnic where she was invited to participate as a chaperon, she wears Hanbok and 

traditional shoes. On the day of the school picnic, Halmoni’s dress is described in more 

detail in words—“Halmoni wore her pale blue skirt and top, called ch’ima and chogori in 

Korean, respectively, with her white socks and white pointed rubber shoes” (p.20). In 

addition to these examples, there are repetitive illustrations of Halmoni in the traditional 

Korean dress throughout the story. On the other hand, however, other characters who are 

living in the U.S., however, are all dressed in casual clothing. People on the street in New 

York as well as friends and a teacher at school are all wearing daily casual clothes.   

As in the case of Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) and Halmoni’s Day (2000) 

features the grandmother as a main character who has just arrived in the U.S. from Korea 

to live with her grandchild’s family. She shows up throughout the story wearing the same 

traditional Korean dress, Hanbok, whether at home or at school where she visits her 
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granddaughter’s school event. In the scene where the granddaughter first meets her 

Halmoni, the text states:  

“Jennifer spun around to see a small woman in an elaborate silk gown 
approaching them…Blinking hard, all Jennifer could think about was 
school the next day. Halmoni had arrived just in time for Grandparents’ 
Day. Jennifer wondered what her classmates would think of this tiny 
woman in strange clothes” (p.1).  
 

As soon as Jennifer’s family greet Halmoni and walk arm-in-arm through the airport, 

Jennifer witnesses that other Korean ladies at the airport are wearing the same dress just 

like her grandmother and then expresses concerns whether her grandmother is planning 

to wear the same dress to her school event. The text describes, “Glancing around, she 

noticed several other Korean ladies dressed like Halmoni. In school, she thought 

everyone else’s grandmother will be wearing American clothes” (p. 3). These written 

depictions imply that this Korean American child understands that all Korean elders wear 

Hanbok as their daily clothing. In comparison to the representations of Korean Halmoni, 

other characters who are living in the U.S. in this book are all wearing casual outfits. In 

the beginning when Jennifer is looking for her grandmother at the airport, there is a 

woman who is wearing a blue floral dress with a hat standing behind Halmoni. Jennifer 

misunderstands that the lady with floral dress is her grandmother. When she realizes her 

confusion, she wonders what her classmates will think of her grandmother’s dress. When 

Halmoni visits Jennifer’s school for Grandparent’s Day, she wears the same Hanbok 

whereas other American grandparents are dressed in comfortable jeans, sweatshirts, 

cardigans with casual shoes such as sneakers or sandals (p.16-17). This scene is described 

on the same page— “Jennifer couldn’t help but notice how different she was from the 

other grandparents, dressed in their running shoes and casual clothes”. When it comes to 
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illustrations of this scene, the contrast in the outfits between Jennifer’s grandmother and 

other grandparents is clearly evident on page 17 (See Figure 4.14) where two other 

grandmothers are sitting next to Jennifer’s grandmother. The grandmother right next to 

Jennifer’s Halmoni is wearing red sports jersey and athletic pants with red sneakers, 

showing the Nike logo. 

 

Figure 4.14 Halmoni in Halmoni’s Day (2000) 

What matters in the story is the representation of Halmoni, who is wearing 

traditional Korean dress as daily clothing. In fact, Hanbok is particularly worn for special 

occasions and holidays in Korea and is rarely seen or worn on a daily basis. When taking 

the cultural usage of Hanbok into consideration, however, Halmoni wearing the 

traditional Korean dress as daily clothing in the story is a cultural misrepresentation. In 

other words, the representations of traditional Korean dress in the picturebooks do not 

reflect socio-cultural practices and contexts in Korea. (More detailed discussion is 

covered in Representing Korean culture through cultural items/objects/artifacts). 
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Moreover, what matters the most is that there is a sharp contrast in clothing style between 

Jennifer’s grandmother and other U.S. grandparents. Jennifer’s grandmother wearing 

Hanbok is not only culturally misrepresented but also visually compared with other 

grandparents wearing causal clothes. 

Whether intended or unintended by the authors/illustrators, using Hanbok in the 

story gives readers information about traditional Korean dress. However, the socio-

cultural contexts of its actual use in Korean culture are missing in the story. Without the 

inclusion of the socio-cultural contexts of traditional Korean dress, it is unfairly 

compared with U.S. casual dress. Without these contexts in the story, readers may believe 

that Hanbok is a daily dress for Koreans and may overlook the importance of cultural 

fluidity in Korean clothing. In this regard, it can be observed that the (mis) 

representations of traditional dress of Korea merely remain as a form of emblematic 

element, and thus be exoticized and othered by the U.S. culture. 

 

Contrasting food items  

Cultural differences between the U.S. and Korea are also highlighted through 

Koreans’ reactions to food items. Korean immigrant/Korean Americans’ reactions to 

American food items particularly stand out in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) and 

The Have A Good Day Café (2002).  

In Goodbye 382, Shin Dang Dong (2002), the Korean immigrant child Jangmi and 

her family recently arrive in the U.S. and settle down in a new place. As soon as they 

arrive, they meet new neighbors and receive some food from them. Upon receiving the 

food from the new neighbors, Jangmi shows curiosity about food items such as iced 

cakes and casseroles. Jangmi’s expression of curiosity toward iced cakes and casseroles 
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does not match the realities of prevailing Western food culture in Korea. The expression 

of curiosity to U.S. food items may bring about an impression that Koreans are unaware 

of and unexposed to Western food items. This type of reaction to U.S. food items is also 

evident in The Have A Good Day Café (2002). The Korean American child named Mike 

expresses his enjoyment of bagels and orange juice for breakfast. He lists other food 

items he loves (e.g. hot dogs, pizza, pretzel, and popcorn) and says that these are his 

favorites. The text describes the grandmother’s reaction— “These are my favorite 

American foods. I take out my crayons and draw a giant slice of pizza. Grandma studies 

my picture with wide-open eyes” (p. 10). Mike’s grandmother wonders what they are, 

making comparisons with the Korean food she misses—the Korean dumpling, Mandoo.  

The food items listed by Mike are never new to Koreans but are very common and 

prevalent everywhere in Korea. The grandmother’s reaction implies that Western food 

items are uncommon and rarely consumed in Korea. However, what needs to be noted in 

this context is that Western food items were introduced in the mid 20th century through 

the influx of the U.S. culture into Korea. Especially since the late 1950s after the Korean 

war, there was a great amount of food aid/imports from the U.S. Alongside the post-war 

changes in economy, Korea was heavily influenced by mechanization, automation, and 

mass production during the late 20th century. Since Korea was deeply connected with the 

U.S. both economically and politically, the so-called ‘American food’ became highly 

popular in Korea and the fast food and family restaurant industry expanded to a great 

extent and prevailed throughout Korean society. Thus, Koreans, old or young, are 

familiar with eating food items such as pizza, pretzel, donuts, hamburger, and popcorn.  



 130 

The authors of the stories may have intended for readers to gain understandings 

of cultural differences in food culture between Korea and the U.S. However, the 

representations of how Koreans who recently came to the U.S. react to American food 

items are overdone with excessive expressions of curiosity, which create the 

misconception that people in Korea are unaware of, curious about, and even ignorant 

about U.S. culture.  

 

Representations of Korean culture through cultural items/practices  

Culture can be represented and interpreted through cultural items, objects, 

practices, attitudes, and perspectives. This category shows how Korean culture is 

reflected through 1) Cultural items/objects/artifacts, 2) Food items, and 3) Cultural 

practices, attitudes, and perspectives. 

 

Reflecting Korean culture through cultural items/objects/artifacts 

Various cultural items/object/artifacts are observed in the stories. 18 

picturebooks contain cultural items/objects to reflect Korean culture, values, custom, 

tradition, and heritage, with three major patterns of items/objects used to represent Korea 

and its culture. The first pattern is cultural items/objects that play a role in building 

relationships with friends and families, the second pattern is cultural items that are 

integral to Korean culture, and third pattern is dining and food items vital for Korean 

culture.  
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1) Building relationship with people or making connection to Korean people, culture, 
and heritage 
 

Cultural items and objects under the first category play a significant role in 

building relations with people and making a connection to Korean culture and heritage. 

Different roles and meanings are placed upon these cultural items and objects: 1) Cultural 

mediator for building personal relations, 2) Cultural mediator for making connections to 

ethnic roots/heritages, 3) Cultural mediator for nostalgia, and 4) Cultural mediator for 

passing on family heritage/tradition (See Table 4.2). 

 

Table 4.2 Cultural items/objects that build relations with people and make 
connection to Korean culture and heritage 

Cultural mediator 
for building 

personal 
relationship  

Cultural mediator for 
making connection to 
ethnic roots/heritages  

Cultural mediator for 
Nostalgia 

Cultural 
mediator for 
passing on 

family 
heritage/tradition 

Juna’ Jar (2015): 
Kimchi Jar  
 
Goodbye, 382 
Shin Dang Dong 
(2002): The fruit 
Chamwae is 
introduced to the 
girl from next 
door.  
 
The Trip Back 
Home (2000): 
Gift (Charcoal 
drawing/dried 
persimmon 
necklace) from 
grandparents 
 
Yoon and the 
Christmas Mitten 
(2006): Mother’s 
gift 
(Embroidering, 
Lotus flower) for 
her friend  

The Name Jar (2001): A 
gift from grandmother 
(related to identity) 
 
Father’s Rubber Shoes 
(1995): Rubber Shoes (to 
child) 
 
Aekyung’s Dream (1988): 
A gift (Hanbok) from aunt 
 
A Piece of Home (2016): 
Korean national flower in 
the garden 

The Name Jar (2001): A gift 
from grandmother 
(remembrance of Korea and 
grandmother) 
 
Father’s Rubber Shoes 
(1995): Rubber shoes (to 
father)  
 
Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang 
Dong (2002): Chamwae 
 
Aekyung’s Dream (1988): A 
gift (Hanbok) from aunt 
 
The Best Winds (2006): 
traditional Korean kite  
 
A Piece of Home (2016): 
Korean national flower in the 
garden 

Behind the Mask 
(2003): 
Elmwood box 
 
What Will You 
Be, Sara Mee? 
(2010): 
Cherrywood box  
 
Yoon and the 
Jade Bracelet 
(2008): Green 
Jade Bracelet  
(passed down 
from 
grandmother to 
Yoon) 

 
The Best Winds 
(2003): Korean 
kite 
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While there are some cases where cultural items represented in the picturebooks 

are subsumed under a single category, there are several other cases where they are found 

in more than one category as they play different roles and have different meanings.  

 

Cultural mediator for building personal relations  

Cultural items acting as a mediator to build personal relationships between 

Korean American/immigrant protagonists and people around them (e.g. grandparents, 

family members, relatives, or friends), are found in the following picturebooks: The Trip 

 
Behind the Mask 
(2003): Korean 
traditional face 
mask, traditional 
dress/straw shoes 
for folk dancing 
 
 
 
The Best Older 
Sister (1997): A 
gift (Hanbok) 
from 
grandmother  
 
The Best Winds 
(2006): 
traditional 
Korean kite  
 
*Exception 
Dear Juno 
(1999): Gift from 
grandmother: 
Pencil and small 
airplane 
The gift from 
grandmother to 
Juno are NOT 
items/objects 
related to Korean 
culture/tradition 
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Back Home (2000), Behind the Mask (2003), The Best Winds (2006), The Best Older 

Sister (1997), Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006), Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong 

(2002), The Name Jar (2001), and Juna’s Jar (2015).  

Depending on who is involved in the personal relationship, these eight 

picturebooks are divided into two groups. The first four picturebooks —The Trip Back 

Home (2000), Behind the Mask (2003), The Best Winds (2006), The Best Older Sister 

(1997)—are cases in which cultural items are used to build a relationship between family 

members. The other four picturebooks—Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006), 

Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), The Name Jar (2001) and Juna’s Jar (2015)—

involve a personal relationship between friends. 

In the first group, Korean cultural items are described in The Trip Back Home 

(2000) as a farewell gift from grandparents and an aunt. On the day when the child 

protagonist who visited Korea for a short period of time is heading back home to the 

U.S., the grandfather gives her a charcoal drawing; the grandmother gives her dried 

persimmons strung together in a necklace; and the aunt gives her a poem written in 

Korean.  

In Behind the Mask (2003), Kimin finds a traditional dance mask and dress 

which are highly valued by his grandfather who had already passed away in Korea. He 

recalls how his grandfather used to perform a traditional mask dance and decides to wear 

mask on Halloween day. The Korean traditional dance masks, dress, and straw shoes 

remain cultural objects that Kimin connects with his grandfather. In addition, Kimin finds 

a letter which falls out of the mask, which states that “Kimin, Behind the mask my spirit 

remains. I want you to have it. Time will pass and the mask will get old, but I will be 
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with you always. –From Grandfather” (p. 23-24). These cultural items serve as a 

mediator between Kimin and his grandfather, bringing about the memory of the late 

grandfather and maintaining the relationship with him.  

In almost the same manner, the relationship between a Korean child and his 

grandfather is observed in The Best Winds (2006). Jinho’s grandfather wants to share kite 

flying with his grandson, which he used to enjoy during his own childhood in Korea. 

Through the processes of introducing, making, and flying the Korean traditional kite, 

Jinho and his grandfather get to know and understand each other and build a close 

relationship. As a cultural mediator, the kite plays out as a bridge between the protagonist 

child and his grandfather.  

Almost the same is true for The Best Older Sister (1997), but the cultural item in 

this picturebook functions as a bridge connecting the Korean child with her grandmother. 

Sunhi thinks that her grandmother only cares about her younger brother Kiju, who is a 

new child in the family. Sunhi thinks her grandmother is paying less attention to her. 

However, the grandmother gives her a surprise. For Sunhi and her best friends, Jenny and 

Robin, the grandmother makes Korean traditional dresses. She wants Sunhi and her 

friends to wear them at her younger brother’s first birthday party. She further explains 

that Sunhi had the same special first birthday party, just like her younger brother. This 

surprise gift of Korean traditional dress signifies the relationship between Sunhi and her 

grandmother. The cultural items in this story act as a symbol of their mutual 

understanding and solid relationship.  

The picturebooks that present cultural objects as a means to build relationships 

between friends are Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006), Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang 
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Dong (2002), The Name Jar (2001) and Juna’s Jar (2015). Yoon’s mother in Yoon and 

the Christmas Mitten (2006), who is more willing to celebrate New Year’s Day than 

Christmas, is preparing a gift for her friend, Mrs. Kim. Text says: “After school I found 

my mother embroidering. ‘We will take this gift when we visit Mrs. Kim on New Year’s 

Day. Do you think this is pretty?’ my mother asked. She held up the lotus flower on the 

corner of the new tablecloth” (p. 13). In order to celebrate New Year’s Day, Yoon’s 

mother seems excited to prepare the New Year’s present for her Korean friend. The 

cultural items of embroidering and the lotus flower are represented in this story as a 

mediator in building the relationship between Yoon’s mother and her Korean friend.  

The cultural items for building friendships between the child protagonists and 

their friends are demonstrated in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), The Name Jar 

(2001) and Juna’s Jar (2015). Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) pictures the story 

of a Korean immigrant child, Jangmi, who is moving to the U.S., leaving all her Korean 

memories and her best friend behind in Korea. When she first hears that her entire family 

is going to the U.S., Jangmi meets her best friend Kisuni to spend time together at the 

open market. Jangmi recalls her memories with Kisuni—peeling and eating Chamwae, or 

Korean melon, under the willow tree. Upon arrival to the U.S., Jangmi runs into a girl 

from next door, sharing different flavors and kinds of fruits they eat. As they converse 

about Korean melon, they introduce themselves to each other to become friends. Even 

after settling down and meeting a new friend in a new place, however, Jangmi recalls the 

days when she was with her best friend Kisuni, and misses all the things they shared. In 

this story, Chamwae plays a significant role as a cultural item that connects Jangmi with 
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her best friend still living far away from her. Keeping their memories, the cultural item 

Chamwae makes it possible to maintain their old friendship. 

In The Name Jar (2001), a Korean immigrant girl, Unhei, feels pressure to have 

an American name just like others at school. She thinks that she needs to have a new 

American name as she feels alienated due to her Korean name. While she is struggling at 

school, she happens to meet a friend Joey, who has been curious about her Korean name. 

When asked about her Korean name at the end of her school day, Unhei takes out her 

wooden name stamp, called Do-Jang in Korean, from the small red pouch, which she 

received from her grandmother when she left Korea. She explains that the name stamp is 

officially used in Korea as a formal signature and then she further tells Joey that she used 

to play around with this name stamp on a piece of paper whenever she misses her 

grandmother in Korea. Unhei later offers the stamp to Joey and lets him try to use the ink 

to press it on paper. As Unhei tells him about her personal story, the wooden stamp with 

an ink pad plays a significant role as a cultural mediator that encourages her to interact 

and build relationships with her new friend Joey.  

Just as in the story of The Name Jar (2001), it is evident that the cultural item is 

presented in the story of Juna’s Jar (2015). The story is about the friendship between the 

child protagonist, Juna, and her best friend Hector. Juna loves to take the Kimchi jar and 

go on adventures of collecting bugs and rocks with Hector. One day, Juna finds out that 

Hector moved to a different place without saying good-bye to her. From that moment on, 

Juna plays around with the Kimchi jar alone—placing small fish in the jar, planting small 

beans for science class, or raising a cricket. While she spends a substantial amount of 

time alone with the Kimchi jar for different purposes, she continuously dreams about 
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searching for her best friend Hector with the hope of meeting him again. Although she 

cannot meet him in reality, she eventually finds him in her dream. What she discovers in 

her dreams is that Hector is sleeping in his bed in his new home with the Kimchi jar that 

Juna had given him. The Kimchi jar is acts as a bridge connecting Juna with Hector. 

Even though they could not reach out to each other, the Kimchi jar as an essential item of 

Korean culture that connects Juna and Hector in the dream. 

The Korean immigrant/Korean Americans in these picturebooks encounter and 

experience two significant aspects of their lives: saying goodbye and meeting a new 

world. Whether leaving a place/saying goodbye to people, or meeting a new 

person/entering a new world, it is revealed that Korean cultural items—charcoal drawing, 

dance mask, dress, embroidering, wooden stamp, Kimchi jar, etc.—play a critical role of 

a mediator connecting and maintaining their personal relationships between family 

members and/or between friends. 

 

Cultural mediator for making connection to ethnic roots/heritages  

Cultural items playing a role as a mediator for making connection to the 

roots/heritages of Korean culture are found in two picturebooks: Aekyung’s Dream 

(1988) and The Name Jar (2001). These are the stories about a Korean immigrant child 

who recently moved to the new place, making the transition to a new life in the U.S.  

The Korean immigrant child, Aekyung, in Aekyung’s Dream (1988), receives a 

Korean traditional dress as a present from her Aunt Kim who had recently returned from 

Korea. Aunt Kim also brought many photos from Korea and Aekyung recognizes a 

picture of King Sejong, who created the Korean alphabet in the 15th century. Together 
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with Aekyung’s aunt and father, Aekyung recalls the memories of Korean culture and 

language. On that day, Aekyung dreams of going back to King Sejong’s palace in the 15th 

century. The King comes close to her and said, “My dear child, you must be strong like a 

tree with deep roots. In this way, the cruel winds will not shake you, and your life will 

blossom like the mukung flower” (p.17). This quote from King Sejong in Aekyung’s 

dream reflects the importance of maintaining Korean culture, language, and identity. 

Thus, the cultural items of traditional Korean dress, the photo and the dream serve as a 

mediator for her to maintain Korean roots/heritages.  

The Name Jar (2001) is also about a Korean immigrant child, Unhei, who 

recently moved to the U.S. making adjustments to a new life in the U.S. On the first day 

of her school, Unhei pulls out the gift she received from her grandmother at the airport on 

their last day in Korea. The grandmother’s image on the last day is described at the 

beginning of the story— “…Again she took out the red pouch to look at the wooden 

block with her name carved in it. As she ran her fingers along the grooves and ridges of 

the Korean characters, she pictured her grandmother’s smile” (p.3). Leaving all these 

memories behind in Korea, she encounters the first day of her school, but she feels lonely 

and alienated from other friends at school because they make fun of her Korean name and 

not having an American name. This makes her hesitate about whether or not to change 

her name to an American one and to become ‘American’ just like the other kids at school. 

But the name stamp she received from her grandmother plays a critical role in 

understanding and accepting her roots and identity as a Korean, and further supports her 

to keep her own name. 



 139 

Notably examined in these two picturebooks is that the cultural items and objects 

presented in the stories are integral to the Korean immigrant child’s accepting and 

maintaining Korean language, culture, and identity.  

 

Cultural mediator for nostalgia  

There are cases in which cultural items are used in picturebooks as a mediator for 

nostalgia. Stories about recent Korean immigrants making adjustments to new places and 

environments in the U.S. portray memories and nostalgia for Korea. Their feelings of 

missing the home country are conveyed through cultural items and objects in 4 

picturebooks: The Name Jar (2001), Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), Father’s 

Rubber Shoes (1995), and A Piece of Home (2016).  

The cultural items and objects in the first two books are associated with the 

Korean immigrant child’s memories and nostalgia. In The Name Jar (2001), Unhei 

fingers the wooden block carved with her name, which she received from her 

grandmother at the airport on the last day in Korea, and she remembers leaving her 

grandmother behind in Korea. This implies that her memories of Korea are attached to 

the name stamp. The Korean immigrant child, Jangmi, in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong 

(2002) places her memories of her best friend on the cultural item of Korean melon, 

Chamwae. She remembers that she used to hang out with her friend, Kisuni, and enjoy 

eating Korean melon under the willow tree outside her bedroom window. Even in the 

new place in the U.S., she still misses the days she spent time with her best friend, 

holding nostalgic feelings of life in Korea.  
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The memories and nostalgia of Korean immigrant adults are also reflected in the 

cultural items and objects. Yungsu’s father in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) shares with 

Yungsu his memories of Korea when he was a child. He tells Yungsu about the birthday 

gift—a pair of rubber shoes—he received from his mother. What he particularly 

remembers is how most Korean people used to wear straw shoes a lot but not rubber 

shoes. Recalling the memories of the childhood birthday gift he shares his nostalgic 

feelings of the life in Korea with his son.  

The immigrant adult’s memory of Korea is also expressed in A Piece of Home 

(2016) through the Korean national flower, Mugunghwa (or the Rose of Sharon in the 

U.S.). The Korean child, Heejun, in this story remembers how his grandmother’s garden 

in Korea was filled with Mugunghwa. His grandmother moved to the U.S. to live together 

with Heejun’s family and Heejun feels that grandmother is missing her life in Korea. As 

he gradually adjusts to school life, he is invited to the house of a new school friend Steve 

and discovers that the same Mugungwa is in the garden at Steve’s home. Heejun receives 

the flower to take home and he later gives it to his grandmother. As she looks at the 

flower, she describes it as ‘a piece of heaven’ and ‘a piece of home’ and she later plants 

this ‘piece of home’ in their new garden. Mugungwa in this story brings about memories 

of Korea for both Heejun and his grandmother.  

In the stories of recent Korean immigrants making their adjustments to the new 

place and environment in the U.S., cultural items (e.g. wooden stamps, a pair of rubber 

shoes, Korean national flower, etc.) function as mediators for helping Korean immigrant 

children keep their memories and recollection of the country and people in Korea.  
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Cultural mediator for passing on family heritage/tradition 

Cultural items involved in passing on family heritage and tradition are identified 

in five picturebooks— Behind the Mask (2003), What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010), 

Yoon and the Jade Bracelet (2008), The Best Winds (2006), Father’s Rubber Shoes 

(1995). They are described as the items passed from older generations to the Korean child 

protagonist. For instance, the elmwood or cherrywood box is shown in Behind the Mask 

(2003) and What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010).  

The Korean child Kimin in Behind the Mask (2003) has yet to decide what he 

wants to be for Halloween. While wondering what to wear, his mother tells him that he 

might find something interesting for a costume among his grandfather’s belongings. So, 

she brings up two elmwood boxes from the basement, letting him browse. The mother 

says that “Some of grandfather’s things are valuable. They’re family treasures.” (p.4). 

The two elmwood boxes as well as grandfather’s personal belongings are represented as a 

part of the family generational items passed down from the grandfather.  

A cherrywood box is found in What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010). On the first-

birthday celebration, the family prepares a traditional event Toljabee, or prophecy game, 

in which a few symbolic items are placed on the table in front of the baby to pick up any 

one item in order to predict the child’s future. For the baby, grandparents pull out the 

cherrywood box to play the prophecy game and display all the items in front of the baby. 

The text describes this scene— “Haraboji [grandfather] brings out a polished cherrywood 

box that has been in our family for many generations. Halmoni [grandmother] turns the 

latch and lifts the lid.” (p. 17). This gives a message that the box and the items placed in 
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it all hold special meaning for the family heritage that passes down from generation to 

generation.  

Other generational items presented in three additional picturebooks are a jade 

bracelet, a kite, and a pair of rubber shoes. The Korean child Yoon in Yoon and the Jade 

Bracelet (2008) receives a green jade bracelet with her name inscribed as a birthday 

present from her mother. This gift is described by Yoon’s mother— “When I was a 

young girl, my own mother gave me this very bracelet. Now I am giving it to you”. 

(p.10). She further explains the meaning of Yoon’s name etched inside the jade and tells 

her daughter about the story of jade, including the meaning of the gemstones and the 

symbols of its color green. The textual descriptions imply that the jade bracelet, which 

has been passing down from Yoon’s grandmother and now to Yoon, is valuable 

particularly in relation to the family heritage and identity.  

The story in The Best Winds (2006) depicts building the relationship between a 

Korean grandchild and grandfather through making and flying a Korean traditional kite. 

In the beginning of the story, the grandfather tries to tell his personal story related to the 

kite. The text depicts this part of story: “Grandfather said, ‘There’s nothing like flying a 

bangpae-yeon, a shield kite. Why, I remember when I was a boy and my grandfather 

taught me…’” (p. 4). Although the grandson Jinho is not interested in his story because 

he thinks it is a boring tale from long time ago, the grandfather continues to bring Jinho 

with him and engages him in the process of making the kite (coloring the paper of the 

kite, making frame and tail of the kite). During each procedure, Jinho’s grandfather keeps 

telling about his own grandfather’s story. Jinho pays little attention to the old story, but as 

he works with his grandfather and eventually flies the kite together in the end, he finally 
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feels and realizes why his grandfather was eager to fly the kite. He also understands the 

story of his grandfather and great-great-grandfather. The kite in this story not only holds 

the meaning of building the relationship between a Korean child and the grandfather, 

who recently came from Korea, but also implicitly conveys the grandfather’s message to 

the Korean child about the value of the family culture.  

Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), a pair of rubber shoes plays a role in representing 

the father’s memories of childhood and his nostalgic feeling of life in Korea as well as 

conveys a message of a father’s wish to give his son a cultural item that can hold 

memories of Korea. A pair of rubber shoes has not been physically passed on to Yungsu, 

but it functions as a mediator that projects the father’s intention to give his son something 

that can carry the same meanings and emotions of nostalgia in his rubber shoes.  

As has been discussed so far, cultural items and objects depicted in the 

picturebooks play a significant role in building relationships with people, family 

members or friends, and making connections to home culture. To be more specific, 

cultural items and objects act as a cultural mediator, beyond time and space, for 

remembering family, friends and home, revisiting cultural roots/heritages, and 

understanding family traditions that are passed down from generations to generation. 

Despite a variety of different roles and meanings, these cultural items and objects reflect 

Korean culture, serving as a bridge not only for developing human relationships but also 

for maintaining their home identity.    
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2) Integral to Korean culture, tradition, and heritage 

This category refers to cultural items/objects that are integral to Korean culture 

and tradition. Two different patterns are examined in this categorization: 1) Cultural 

items commonly used and seen in Korea: past and present, and 2) Cultural items integral 

to Korean tradition but not in the daily lives in Korea.  

 

Cultural items commonly used and seen in Korea: Past and present  

The first pattern is the representation of cultural items/objects integral to Korean 

culture, tradition, and heritage that are commonly used or seen not only in the past but 

also in the present. The major Korean daily-life cultural item repetitively shown in the 

stories is a culinary item. These 8 picturebooks have portrayals of kitchen or meal 

scenes which involve the family gathering in a dining space.  

1. Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) 
2. No Kimchi For me! (2017) 
3. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 
4. Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) 
5. The Name Jar (2001) 
6. A Piece of Home (2016) 
7. This Next New Year (2000) 
8. Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 

 
Each story contains pictorial descriptions of Korean immigrant/Korean American 

families gathering at a table and enjoying Korean meals. Whenever the Korean child and 

his/her family members are all together around a dining table, Korean culinary items of 

spoons and chopsticks are placed in front of each person. What is noticed in the culinary 

items visually observed in the stories is that the cultural details reflect the realities of both 

past and present Korea. The visual representations of Korean dining utensils, spoons and 
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chopsticks are accurately portrayed in consideration of social, cultural, historical contexts 

of Korea.  

When it comes to Korean utensils, both spoons and chopsticks are widely used 

not only in the past but also in the present. Most other East Asian cultures have either 

limited the use of a spoon to great extent or use both utensils with their own shapes and 

styles. In Korea, however, people use a pair of chopsticks with a spoon and this set is 

called Sujeo (a portmanteau Korean word for spoons and chopsticks). Chopsticks in 

particular were invented and used in China and later spread to East Asian countries 

including Korea. Due to its unique features in culinary styles, Korea primarily used both 

spoons and chopsticks, Sujeo, even before the Goreyo Dynasty (918-1392). Regardless of 

the materials of Korean Sujeo, which has in fact symbolized the social class of its users in 

the past (e.g. bronze, silver, and wood), this utensil set is indispensable to Koreans’ 

dining culture and it has continued to be passed down in Korea (The Academy of Korean 

Studies, 1995). Given this, Sujeo can be understood as a culture code that links to the 

history of Korea as well as the current lives of Koreans. Nowadays, due to the 

introduction of the western utensils in Korea, forks are commonly used and seen both in 

Korean households and Korean restaurants together with Sujeo.  

Going back to these picturebooks, Sujeo, equivalent to spoons and chopsticks, is 

presented in the stories of Koreans living in the U.S., especially in dining scenes, 

illustrating that the Korean families in the U.S. are maintaining their own Korean culture 

(See Figure 4.15, 4.16, and 4.17).  
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Figure 4.15 Family gathering and dining scene with the cultural item Sujeo in 
A Piece of Home (2016) 

 

 
 

Figure 4.16 Dining scene with the cultural dining item Sujeo in Bee-Bim Bap! (2008) 
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Figure 4.17 Cultural dining item Sujeo in Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 
 

A Piece of Home (2016) and No Kimchi For Me! (2017) have images of the 

mixtures of both Korean and U.S. dining cultures—both the Korean culinary items 

(Sujeo) and the utensils used in the U.S. (forks). As reflected in these picturebooks, 

utensils such as forks and knives are also predominantly used in Korea together with the 

common use of Sujeo both at households of Korean families and at outdoor dining areas 

such as restaurants. Considering the images of Korean culinary items as well as the 

mixture of U.S. utensils presented in the books, visual representations of the items in the 

dining scenes reflect both accuracy and authenticity of Korean dining culture in that they 

are commonly seen and used in daily lives in Korea.  

 

Cultural items integral to Korean culture/tradition but not in daily lives in Korea 

The second pattern refers to the items/objects/artifacts that are integral to Korean 

culture and tradition but are not commonly seen or used in everyday life. They involve 

traditional folding screens, calligraphy items, framed brush paintings, traditional Korean 
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dress, and other items such as embroidery artifacts, and bamboo related items. While 

these items give special attention for signaling Korean culture and tradition, they are 

rarely used in daily lives and serve symbolic purposes in special events and occasions.  

Among these items, the traditional Korean dress is found to be the most 

repetitively occurring cultural item in picturebooks. Table 4.3 shows how often Hanbok 

is depicted as a daily dress in 10 picturebooks and as a special dress in 4 picturebooks.  

Table 4.3 Hanbok in picturebooks 

Cultural item of Hanbok 
symbolizing Korean culture 

 Hanbok as a daily clothing Hanbok for special occasions 
1. Halmoni’s Day (2000)  
2. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 
3. The Name Jar (2001) 
4. Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 
5. Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997) 
6. Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) 
7. The Best Winds (2006) 
8. Behind the Mask (2003) 
9. Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) 
10. The Trip Back Home (2000) 

1. What Will You Be, Sara 
Mee? (2010) 

2. This Next New Year (2000) 
3. Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee! 

(2007) 
4. The Best Older Sister 

(1997) 
 

*Numbers 1-6 in the first column: Grandmother in Hanbok as daily dress 
*Numbers 7-8 in the first column: Grandfather in Hanbok as daily dress 
*Numbers 9-10 in the first column: Both grandmother and grandmother in Hanbok as daily clothing 
 
Representing Hanbok as daily clothing 

The picturebooks listed in the first column all have Korean immigrant/Korean 

American child’s grandmothers or grandfathers wearing the traditional Korean dress as 

an everyday clothing. The picturebooks in which only the grandmother (but not 

grandfather) wears Hanbok as daily dress are Halmoni’s Day (2000), Bee-Bim Bop! 

(2008), The Name Jar (2001), Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), and Yunmi and Halmoni 

Trip (1997), and Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995). The picturebooks in which only the 

grandfather (but not grandmother) wears Hanbok as everyday clothing are The Best 
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Winds (2006) and Behind the Mask (2003). Grandparents (both grandmother and 

grandfather) in Hanbok are seen in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) and The Trip 

Back Home (2000). Some grandmother and grandfather characters reside in Korea while 

others pay visits or move to the U.S. to be with the grandchild’s family. Regardless of the 

time, place of residence, or country, they are all portrayed wearing Korean traditional 

dress, Hanbok.  

 
 

 
 
Figure 4.18 Grandfather in Behind the Mask (2003) and grandmother in Bee-Bim 

Bop! (2008) 
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Figure 4.19 Grandfather in The Best Winds (2006) and grandparents in The Trip 
Back Home (2000) 

 
Stories in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), The Name Jar (2001), and The Trip 

Back Home (2000), Yumi and Halmoni Trip (1997), Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong 

(2002), and Halmoni’s Day (2000) contain both memories and experiences in Korea and 

current life in the U.S. So, the picturebooks include the landscapes and people that 

represent both Korea and the U.S. When the story depicts memories and experiences of 

Korea, the Korean characters who are living in Korea are wearing the traditional Korean 

dress. The grandmother and/or other people residing in Korea are represented with the 

characters wearing Hanbok as daily clothing.  

The grandmother living in Korea in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) is illustrated 

in Yungsu’s father’s memory of his mother in Korea. The grandmother and other women 

in the open market are all wearing Korean traditional dress. Also, in The Name Jar 

(2001), the Korean girl Unhei, who has just arrived in the U.S., remembers the last 

moment when she saw her grandmother at the airport in Korea. The grandmother wearing 
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Hanbok is pictured in her memories of Korea. In Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), 

the Korean immigrant girl Jangmi have farewell party with family members and relatives 

in Korea before Jangmi’s family moves to the U.S. During this party, both grandmother 

and grandfather are wearing Hanbok as a daily dress.  

 

  

Figure 4.20-a Hanbok as daily clothing in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) 
Figure 4.20-b Hanbok as daily clothing in The Name Jar (2001) and Goodbye, 382 
  Shin Dang Dong (2002) 
 

In Yumi and Halmoni Trip (1997) and The Trip Back Home (2000), the Korean 

American girl visits Korea for the first time. All the other Korean characters in Korea 
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including grandmother, grandfather, aunts and other relatives welcome their first visit. In 

this story, the Korean family members are all wearing Hanbok as everyday clothing. 

 

  
 

Figure 4.21 Hanbok as daily clothing in Yumi and Halmoni Trip (1997) and The Trip 
Back Home (2000) 

 
 

The grandmothers who recently visited or arrived in the U.S. are represented 

with wearing Hanbok as daily clothing—especially in Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) and 

Halmoni’s Day (2000). In Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), the Korean American child’s 

grandmother has recently arrived in the U.S. from Korea. Even after the arrival to the 

granddaughter’s place in the U.S., the grandmother continues to wear Hanbok as her 

daily dress throughout the story from the beginning to the end (See Figure 4.21 and 4.22). 
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Figure 4.22 Grandmother’s Hanbok as a daily dress in Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 

Similarly, in Halmoni’s Day (2000), the grandmother of Korean American child 

who came to the U.S. to meet her grandchild maintains wearing Hanbok throughout the 

story. On the book cover of Halmoni’s Day (2000), there is an image of the 

granddaughter bowing to her grandmother who has come from Korea. Also, on the very 

first page of the story where Halmoni meets her granddaughter and the family at the 

airport, Halmoni is wearing the Hanbok with a pink top and green skirt. Even after she 

arrives in the U.S. and participates in her granddaughter’s school event, she keeps 

wearing the same Hanbok as her daily clothing (See Figure 4.23). 
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Figure 4.23 Grandmother’s Hanbok as a daily dress in Halmoni’s Day (2000) 
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Representing Hanbok as a dress for special occasions  

Hanbok as presented in 4 picturebooks in the second column of Table 4.3 is 

observed as a dress used for special occasions and cultural events. Particularly in This 

Next New Year (2000), wearing Korean traditional dress is shown to represent the 

celebration of New Year’s Day. In What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010), The Best 

Older Sister (1997), and Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee! (2007), Hanbok is described and 

portrayed as a typical traditional dress for celebrating a baby’s first birthday, called 

Tol in Korean. Tol has been considered one of the most important traditional customs 

and/or family events in Korea. During this event, little babies are to wear a rainbow-

striped sleeves paired with a red dress as traditional Korean clothing as in Figure 4.24 

and 4.25. 

 

 

Figure 4.24 Traditional Korean dress for a baby’s first birthday in What Will You 
Be, Sara Mee? (2010) 
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Figure 4.25 Traditional Korean dress for a baby’s first birthday in Babies Can’t 
Eat Kimchee! (2007) 

 
The whole family in What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010) prepares for 

celebrating the little sister’s first birthday. The little baby wears the rainbow striped 

traditional dress throughout the entire event. The representation of this rainbow striped 

dress is shown repetitively in the picturebook. Also, in Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee! 

(2007), there is a scene of a little baby with rainbow striped sleeves and red dress for 

celebration of first birthday. Although the story is about sisterhood but not specifically 

about the first-year birthday event, the scene with the older sister putting the traditional 

Korean dress on her little sister for a special birthday party is included in the story. In 

light of this, Hanbok plays a different role in these stories. Unlike the ones in the first 

column in Table 4.3, the representation of Hanbok in the second column is culturally 

accurately portrayed in that the cultural values and practices of traditional Korean dress 

are reflecting the time and place that are acceptable for members of Korean social groups 

to wear Hanbok.  
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Sociocultural/sociohistorical context of Hanbok 

The most repetitively seen cultural item in the stories is the traditional Korean 

dress, Hanbok, depicted as either an everyday dress commonly seen in daily lives or as a 

special dress worn in festivals or events. In the previous category (Casual dress in the 

U.S. vs. Traditional dress in Korea), the issue of cultural inaccuracy and 

misrepresentation was discussed in relation to Hanbok as a daily dress in everyday lives 

in Korea.  

In order to understand the usage of Hanbok represented in the books, it is 

important to look closely into social, historical, and cultural contexts. The traditional 

Korean dress, called Hanbok in Korean, has a long history. The origin of Hanbok traces 

back to the era of the Three Kingdoms of Korea (Goguryeo, Baekje and Shilla) during 

the 3rd century BCE (Jin, 2001). The fundamental structure of Hanbok—Baji (pants for 

men), Chima (skirts for women), and Jeogori (jackets for both men and women)—was 

established during the Goguryeo Kingdom (36 BCE – 668 CE) and continued throughout 

the Chosun dynasty (1392- 1897). Despite having differences in classification by gender, 

age, and season, Hanbok during these time periods is labeled into two major types in 

accordance with its purposes: ceremonial/courtesy clothing and casual/everyday clothing 

(Jin, 2001). When it comes to the colors of the dress, the color symbolizes social position 

as well as marital status. People in royalty, palace officials, and the upper class wore a 

variety of colors whereas middle and lower-class people were required to wear white 

dress in general and shades of pale or light pink, and light gray only on special occasions. 

Patterns embroidered on the dress also differed in accordance with social status. Different 
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patterns such as peonies, lotus flowers, dragons, phoenixes, cranes and tigers symbolized 

different meanings and status.  

Hanbok was everyday clothing up until the late 19th century. Due to the wave of 

modernization which reached the Korean Peninsula, the government during Joseon 

Dynasty began to promote progress throughout society. The growing tide of 

westernization brought changes to the dress code that had stayed intact through the 

dynasty period. In the late 19th century, the gradual opening of Korea to outside 

influences ushered changes and transformation of the traditional Hanbok (Lee, 2013). In 

the early 20th century, there were reforms of traditional Hanbok brought by modern 

educators who advocated for changes. They recommended to improve Hanbok for 

people’s social activity and for practicality. This reformed version of Hanbok spread 

around the nation and there were some stylistic changes with the emergence of new 

modes of Western dress up until the 1950s. The end of the Korean War marked an 

acceleration to the declining use of Hanbok. The decreasing use of Hanbok in the late 50s 

and 60s was attributed to the Korean government’s role in promoting ideal clothes for 

restoring the nation from the war—work style jackets and pants, the so called 

“reconstruction uniform” (Lee, 2013, p.79). These attires were promoted in accordance 

with the government’s plan for people to work for reconstructing the Korean economy 

after the war. From the 1960s to the 70s, there was a substantial growth in Korean 

economy and industrialization, which led to the growth of the middle class. Coupled with 

the growing power of the middle class, the spread of pop culture and the influx of 

Western culture also contributed to the rise of Western dress suits, dresses, casual 

clothing and items such as hot pants, jeans, and skirts (Lee, 2013). The 1980s and 90s 
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marked a period of transition and transformation for the Korean society. The economy, 

which entered a stable stage of growth, increased the living standard, allowing Koreans to 

make more choices in their way of life. This was the time period when the Western 

lifestyle began to gradually enter, and individual life choices started to impact the society. 

Due to these sociocultural and socioeconomic changes, the notion of ‘casual wear’ 

coming from Western culture entered the Korean ethos (Lee, 2013). Moreover, in line 

with shifts in Korean society, there was the growing popularity of Western, urban, and 

sports fashion mainly because of the availability of color televisions which made easier 

access to Western pop culture and the greater availability of American cultural exports 

such as Hollywood movies and pop music, etc. Toward the end of the 20th century, 

wearing Hanbok as everyday clothing continued to decline and was no longer seen as a 

daily dress (Lee. 2013). It gradually became a dress largely worn for traditional holidays 

and special occasions. Nowadays, both formal and casual suits that are predominantly 

based on western styles are commonly seen in daily life and are worn at all times. 

Wearing Hanbok, or any traditional clothing, is solely restricted to special occasions, 

celebrations and ceremonies such as weddings, New Year’s Day, ancestral rites, a baby’s 

first birthday etc. In addition to these special events, people wear this traditional dress in 

tourist attractions such as traditional folk villages and palaces. This seems be a popular 

trend in Korea among Koreans themselves and foreign visitors, particularly when they 

visit Korean historical and traditional tourist sites. 

Taking these sociohistorical and sociocultural contexts into consideration, 

representations of Hanbok as a daily dress in these picturebooks do not reflect realities 

and cultural values and practices accepted in Korean society. In other words, the way in 
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which traditional Korean dress is portrayed as an everyday dress in the stories does not 

accommodate the range of cultural values that can be accepted by members of Korean 

social groups. As Mo and Shen (2003) stated about cultural authenticity, “cultural values 

are not stagnant” (p.201), implying that cultural facts and practices may be accurate and 

realistic as to the cultural details, but they may not be authentic particularly when it 

comes to interpreting values based on time periods, and thus, they may not be accepted 

by the members of the culture. In this regard, it is hard to say that the written and 

pictorial representations of wearing Hanbok as daily clothing is culturally authentic as it 

does not reflect how the cultural beliefs, attitudes, and values of Hanbok are played out in 

Korean people’s current lives and thinking. 

Without having the socio-cultural contexts provided in the stories, the written and 

pictorial representations of Hanbok may create fixed images of Korean culture for 

readers and may not be aware of the cultural fluidity taking place within Korean culture. 

Thus, these representations may eventually mislead readers to fall into the danger of 

oversimplifying, fixating, and exoticizing Korean culture.  

 

Reflecting Korean culture through food items 

Food is an essential part of culture, indispensable to racial and ethnic groups, 

connecting people to the family and community of one’s heritage. Food is also passed 

down from generation to generation, serving to establish an important part of one’s 

cultural identity. This category is mainly concerned with how food items are portrayed in 

the picturebooks selected for this study. There are 17 picturebooks in which Korean food 

items, whether in words or images, are found. It is noted, however, that the 17 
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picturebooks can be divided into two major groups. The first group, consisting of 14 

picturebooks, is based on the food items presented in the scenes of family gatherings or 

dining in the U.S. The second group, consisting of 3 picturebooks, is based on the food 

items depicted in Korean children’s memories or experiences in Korea.  

 

Portrayals of Korean food culture within Korean communities in the U.S. 

Listed below are 14 picturebooks in the first group. 

1. What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010) 
2. Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006)  
3. Halmoni and the Picnic (1993)  
4. Dumpling Soup (1993)  
5. The Name Jar (2001)  
6. Babies Can’t Eat Kimchi! (2007)  
7. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008)   
8. The Next New Year (2000)  
9. Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995)  
10. The Best Older Sister (1997)  
11. Juna’s Jar (2015) 
12. Have A Good Day Café (2002)  
13. No Kimchi For Me! (2017)  
14. A Piece of Home (2016)  

 
While the first eleven picturebooks in this group have only Korean food items depicted, 

the last three picturebooks present a mixture of both Korean foods and U.S. food items. 

While observing the picturebooks with food items, no picturebooks are found to have 

only U.S. food items portrayed (See Table 4.4). In Table 4.4, all the 17 picturebook are 

classified into three groups. 
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Table 4.4 Food items presented in the picturebooks 

Food Items 

Only Korean Food Both Korean and U.S. Food Only U.S. food items 

1. What Will You Be, Sara 
Mee? (2010) 

2. Yoon and the Christmas 
Mitten (2006) 

3. Halmoni and the Picnic 
(1993) 

4. Dumpling Soup (1993) 
5. The Name Jar (2001) 
6. Babies Can’t Eat 

Kimchi! (2007) 
7. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 
8. The Next New Year 

(2000) 
9. Father’s Rubber Shoes 

(1995) 
10. The Best Older Sister 

(1997) 
11. Juna’s Jar (2015) 

1. The Have A Good Day 
Café (2002) 

2. No Kimchi For Me! 
(2017) 

3. A Piece of Home (2016) 

None  

 

 

11 picturebooks in the first column of Table 4.4 have only Korean food items in the 

stories. The majority of the stories in this set of picturebooks reflect Korean food culture 

depicted with items that are commonly seen in the daily lives in Korean dining. The 

following list shows the types of Korean food items found in this text set.  

1. What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010) – Kimchi, bulgogi, rice cake 
2. Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006) – Kimchi, dumpling soup, rice cake 
3. Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) – Kimbap 
4. Dumpling Soup (1993) – Kimchi, dumpling soup 
5. The Name Jar (2001) – Kimchi, dumpling soup, seaweed soup 
6. Babies Can’t Eat Kimchi! (2007) –Kimchi 
7. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) –Kimchi, rice 
8. The Next New Year (2000) – Rice and soup, additional side dishes 
9. Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) – Rice and soup, additional side dishes 
10. The Best Older Sister (1997) – Rice cake 
11. Juna’s Jar (2015) – Rice and soup, Kimchi, fish and side dishes 
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Through written and visual representations of Korean daily foods or dishes, the stories 

primarily show the everyday dining culture of Koreans. They illustrate that the Korean 

communities in the U.S. to a great extent maintain the Korean food culture with their 

family members or keep the Korean customs and social practices at home.  

Both Korean and American food items are found only in three picturebooks (See 

the second column of Table 4.4): The Have A Good Day Café (2002), No Kimchi For 

Me! (2017), A Piece of Home (2016). The food items shown in these picturebooks are:  

1. The Have A Good Day Café (2002) – Guk bap, Bibimbap, Bulgogi, Jijim, Chop 
Chajang myun, Kalbi, Mandoo, Naeng Myun, Hotdog, Pizza, Pretzel, Popcorn, 
Bagel, Orange Juice 

2. No Kimchi For Me! (2017) – Kimchi, Chocolate Chip Cookie, Pizza and Ice cream. 
3. A Piece of Home (2016) – Kimchi, rice and soup, and additional side dishes 

 
Unlike the first 11 picturebooks, these three picturebooks show both Korean and U.S. 

food items. In The Have A Good Day Café (2002), the grandmother who recently moved 

to the U.S. introduces Korean daily dishes to her grandchild at home. While interacting 

with the grandmother, the Korean child protagonist tells his grandmother about his 

favorite American food such as pizza, bagel, orange juice, hotdogs, popcorn, and 

pretzels. In No Kimchi For Me! (2017), Yoomi’s family enjoys Korean food for their 

daily meal at home. But Yoomi herself has a hard time eating Kimchi so she attempts to 

mix Kimchi with a chocolate chip cookie, pizza and ice cream. On pages 17 and 18, 

Kimchi and all other American foods are displayed on the table, showing how she has 

gone through several trials of mixing them up. A Piece of Home (2016) also has 

portrayals of Korean dining culture combined with American food. Korean child 

protagonist Heejun maintains having Korean dishes at home, but at the same time, he 

experiences U.S. food culture at the school cafeteria—pizza, salad, bread, etc.   
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What is stood out in this analysis is that there is a large number of picturebooks 

that shows Korean children and their family maintaining their Korean food culture and 

practices at home. By contrast, however, there are only a few picturebooks in which both 

Korean and American food items are found. These books seem to signal that Korean 

children, families and communities in the U.S. are portrayed to have deep connections 

and attachment to Korean food culture and sustain Korean food practices at home, 

despite their current lives in the U.S.  

What is further observed about the items of Korean food in the picturebooks is 

that Kimchi is the most frequently mentioned and visually depicted of all food items. Of 

all the picturebooks, 9 of them have both written and/or pictorial portrayals of Kimchi. 

The second most repetitively seen representation is rice and soup with additional side 

dishes. They are examined in 5 picturebooks.  

Kimchi, the most recurring images in the stories, is in fact an essential part of 

every Korean meal. It is made by stuffing salted Napa cabbages with a mixture of various 

ingredients including minced garlic and red pepper powder. Kimchi, for Koreans, has 

been regarded as one of the cultural food items served daily on the dining table. 

Considering the socio-cultural practice and the central code of the culture, the written and 

visual representations of Kimchi in the stories reflect how its cultural value is played out 

in Koreans’ lives. As seen in Figure 4.26, Kimchi is visually shown with accurate details.  
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Figure 4.26 Visual representations of Kimchi in Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee! (2007), 
No Kimchi for Me! (2017), and Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 

 

Not only visuals, but also descriptions of Kimchi are found specifically in words in the 

following picturebooks: What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010), Yoon and the Christmas 

Mitten (2006), Dumpling Soup (1993), The Name Jar (2001), and Juna’s Jar (2015).  

What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010): “Soon, people begin to arrive for 
the party. I get to answer the door. Auntie Jung and Auntie Lee are first, 
carrying plates full of the food they’ve been cooking—some of my very 
favorites like pulgogi, spicy Kimchi, and rice cakes” (p.9) 
 
Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006): “When I returned to school after 
the holiday vacation, I wore my new red dress. I told my teacher and the 
boys and girls all about our New Year’s celebration. I told them about our 
fine dinner with kimchee, our spicy cabbage, and about the dumpling 
soup and the rice cakes” (p.23) 
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Dumpling Soup (1993): “With our dumplings, we eat roast pork, three 
kinds of kimchi…” (p. 27) 
 
The Name Jar (2001): “Nothing sounded or looked familiar—until they 
got to Kim’s market. The sign was in both English and Korea. Her mother 
picked up cabbage to make kimchi—Korean-style spicy pickled 
cabbage—and other vegetable and meat” (p. 10-11). 

 
Juna’s Jar (2015): “Juna’s family always had a large jar of kimchi in 
their fridge. After they finished eating all the kimchi, Juna sometimes got 
to keep the empty jar” (p.1) 
 

In addition, rice and soup with additional side dishes are also repetitively found 

in the stories. Both written and visual representations of this particular food item are 

portrayed in 5 picturebooks. These are found primarily in the kitchen or meal scenes, 

where groups of family members are gathered to participate in preparing or enjoying 

meals. Bee-Bim Bop! (2008), A Piece of Home (2016), The Next New Year (2000), 

Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995), and No Kimchi For Me! (2017) are the books that have 

pictorial representations of the rice and soup. Especially when family members are 

gathered to have meal together, it is evident that rice and soup is always placed in front of 

each person and there are other additional side dishes displayed in the middle, which are 

normally shared by people around the table. 
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Figure 4.27 Representations of rice, soup and additional side dishes in 
A Piece of Home (2016) 

 

 
 

Figure 4.28 Representations of rice, soup, additional side dishes in Father’s Rubber 
Shoes (1995) 

 
Since these food items are served as everyday dishes among Koreans, it can be 

interpreted that they are realistically reflected and portrayed in words and pictures across 

the books. The reflections of these daily Korean foods imply that Korean communities in 

the U.S. are strongly maintaining the food culture still practiced in Korea and keeping 

their values of home culture and customs. At this point of our discussion of Kimchi and 
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Rice/Soup, however, it is of significance to look closely into relational dynamics of 

dishes. In Figure 4.27 in particular, food items on the table can be divided into two major 

groups: Rice/Soup vs. other dishes. Rice together with soup in general is served in front 

of each individual, hardly ever shared with others. Thus, this set of rice and soup per 

person is considered to be the most fundamental set of food items in Korean dining. This 

is well reflected even in the Korean language. The Korean word rice not merely refers to 

‘a grain of rice’ but it is also equivalent to the meaning of a ‘meal’ in general. In Korea, 

rice is particularly accepted as an emotion-filled food item that encompasses relational 

meanings of people in a social group. 

In this respect, rice is more than part of a dish in dining table, but it can be 

understood as a food item that reflects socialization and interaction. On the other hand, 

other food items including Kimchi are side dishes which are commonly shared with 

others. Although Kimchi is a unique food item that represents the essence of Korean food 

culture, it is part of the side dishes to be served with rice/soup. Despite all this, however, 

Kimchi in the stories seems to be much more highlighted than any other Korean dish in 

its taste, smell and visual sense, as they are overemphasized with the most frequently 

repeated visual and written representations. Because of this, thus Kimchi is more likely to 

remain as the food item that imprints the essence of Korean food culture to the readers of 

these books.  

 

Portrayals of Korean food culture in Korean children’s memories or experiences  
 

Three picturebooks have stories of Korean immigrants/Korean Americans with 

memories of Korea before coming to the U.S. or experiencing Korean culture during their 
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life or visit to Korea. They are The Trip Back Home (2002), Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang 

Dong (2002), and Yumi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997). In the scenes where Korean children 

are in Korea, Korean food culture is both verbally and visually portrayed. What they have 

in common across the representations of Korean food described in these stories is that 

they are all presented during a family gathering or dining, positively reflecting the culture 

and tradition of Korean food. One of the issues that come across in my analysis of the 

food items is that the representations focused on the traditional Korean dishes.  

Especially in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), and Yumi and Halmoni’s 

Trip (1997), the traditional Korean foods of Sinsunro and Gujeolpan are visually 

displayed. On page 9 in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), the entire family gathers 

to have a farewell party for Jangmi and her family. In this scene, there are various food 

items displayed on the table. In the middle are a gold hotpot [Sinsunro] and a plate 

[Gujeolpan] that has nine colorful ingredients.  

Also, in Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997), the same dishes are found in the 

scene where Yunmi’s grandmother, aunts and cousins spend a substantial amount of time 

preparing for a picnic at the grandfather’s tomb. On page 12, various types of food items 

are presented in this scene, but the hotpots and the plates made up of many colorful 

ingredients are displayed in the middle. 
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Figure 4.29 Traditional Korean dishes: Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) and 
Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997) 

 
These two food items caught my attention in that they may be questioned as to 

their cultural authenticity. Although the food items are accurate in terms of their cultural 

details, what is at issue here is whether they reflect the realities of cultural practices and 

whether they are socially acceptable to Koreans in general. In order to understand the 

representations of these food items and issues of authenticity, socio-cultural contexts of 

these food items need to be investigated.  

The gold hotpot presented in these two scenes is called Sinsunro, which is well 

known as a traditional Korean dish served in the royal palace during the Chosun dynasty, 

1392-1910 (Jin, 2001). This royal court cuisine hotpot is a soup dish with all sorts of 

meats and vegetables displayed in one place. In the middle of the pot, there is an empty 

hole for charcoal to keep the soup warm. Nowadays, it remains a special kind of 

traditional dish people can only see in special restaurants that serve traditional Korean 

food. In addition, the image of the huge wooden plate with nine colorful ingredients 

depicts the Gujeolpan, which also refers to one of the preeminent court cuisines in 

Chosun dynasty. This dish is characterized by various colors of the ingredients displayed 
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in nine divided sections and also served with small, round pancakes placed in the middle 

of the wooden plate (Jin, 2001). 

Just like Sinsunro, Gujeolpan can be typically seen in special occasions or events. 

Although these food items are presented in the scenes of special occasions in the 

stories—a farewell party in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) and grandfather’s 

annual commemoration in Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997)— rarely are these royal 

court cuisines prepared for family events in households. The authors of these stories may 

have had their personal experiences and their own memories of home events. These food 

items, Sinsunro and Gujeolpan, as portrayed to be served in Korean household, may be 

accurate in their descriptions but may not be authentic socio-culturally. 

Overall, the representations of food items in the stories of Koreans 

immigrants/Korean Americans who have memories of Korea before coming to the U.S. 

or who are experiencing Korean culture during their visit to Korea need to be carefully 

understood in that they may not reflect the realities of the cultural practices accepted by 

Koreans in present days. The food items presented in these stories, in fact, are not 

prepared at home for family events or celebrations, but rather are only considered as one 

of the special dishes served to foreigners for the purpose of tourism. In this light, they do 

not reflect the current realities of cultural practices accepted by Koreans.  

In conclusion, as observed in the written and visual representations of food items, 

Korean families and communities in the U.S. have a strong tendency to have deep 

connections to their Korean culture and maintain Korean food practices at home, despite 

their living in the U.S. What is interesting, however, is that the food items depicted in 

their memories of, or in their own experiences in Korea may be culturally misrepresented 
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in that they do not reflect the realities of the cultural practices accepted by Koreans. 

Without having a support of cultural contexts and knowledge on past and present Korean 

food culture, these representations of food items may misguide readers to have a narrow 

understanding of Korean food culture or may mislead readers to merely view Korean 

food from a tourist perspective. 

 

Reflecting Korean culture through cultural practices and perspectives integral to 
Korean tradition and culture 
 
 Cultural practices involve traditional and customary practices of a particular 

racial or ethnic group. They refer to patterns of social behaviors that represent the 

knowledge of when to, where to, and how to interact within a particular culture. Related 

to cultural practices, cultural perspectives can be understood to be attitudes, values, 

beliefs, and ideas that underlie the cultural practices of a society.  

Similar to the cultural items/objects/artifacts representing the Korean culture, 

cultural practices and perspectives are demonstrated through written and pictorial 

representations in the picturebooks. Cultural practices and perspectives are subdivided 

into two categories: 1) Participating in and performing cultural practices integral to 

Korean tradition and culture, and 2) Maintaining Korean traditional beliefs, values, and 

attitudes. 

 

Participating in and performing cultural practices integral to tradition and culture 

 Korean traditional and customary practices reflect the patterns of socio-cultural 

behaviors that represent the knowledge of when to, where to, and how to interact within 

the Korean culture. These cultural practices are represented in six picturebooks. The 



 173 

majority of them reflect celebrations or commemoration of special events (e.g. New 

Year’s Day, baby’s 1st birthday, ancestral rites).  

Cultural practices of celebrating New Year’s Day are present in This Next New 

Year (2000), Dumpling Soup (1993), and Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006). Stories 

in the first two picturebooks primarily focus on the whole family participating in New 

Year’s Day celebration. They prepare food and participate in activities that are performed 

to celebrate the first day of New Year. The child, who has both Korean and Chinese 

heritages in This Next New Year (2000), celebrates this special day with his family by 

eating Korean new year soup, cleaning up all his stuff at home, taking a bath, wearing 

new clothing, and participating in firecrackers at midnight. Also, in Dumpling Soup 

(1993), the whole family of multiracial/cultural heritages in Hawaii celebrates New 

Year’s Day by preparing food and enjoying firecracker performances together. Since 

these two stories directly picture the cultural practice of New Year’s Day, the social 

interactions as well as traditional practices are portrayed with detailed pictures and 

descriptions. In Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006), Yoon learns the Christmas 

culture celebrated in the U.S. However, Yoon’s parents, who are quite conservative in 

maintaining Korean tradition and custom, are not fond of their child celebrating the U.S. 

holiday. They highlight that New Year’s Day needs to be celebrated to maintain the 

Korean cultural tradition, but not the Christmas and Santa Claus culture. On page 5, 

Yoon’s mother particularly asserts that “We are not a Christmas family. Our holiday is 

New Year’s Day. We will visit our friends the Kim family. We will have a fine meal 

together, and we will wish each other good luck” (p.5). Despite their difficulties 

accepting cultural differences, both Yoon and her parents eventually reach a mutual 
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understanding of both Christmas and New Year’s Day. In the end, accepting the Korean 

culture, Yoon tells her teacher and classmates about the Korean New Year’s celebration 

and its related cultural practices. Across these picturebooks, it is evident that a special 

emphasis is placed on the celebration of New Year’s Day as a typical example of Korean 

traditional and customary practices.  

In addition, the first-year birthday for babies (Tol) is found in three picturebooks: 

The Best Older Sister (1997), Babies Can’t Eat Kimchee! (2007) and What Will You Be, 

Sara Mee? (2010). All of these books describe Tol as one of the major customs still being 

practiced in Korea. The Best Older Sister (1997) and What Will You Be, Sara Mee? 

(2010) in particular provide cultural knowledge of how the first-year birthday celebration 

for babies is practiced. The two stories, in pictures as well as in words, attend to cultural 

practices for the first-year birthday celebration: preparing Korean food, wearing 

traditional dress, performing traditional musical instruments, singing traditional songs, 

etc.  

Other traditional and customary events or special occasions that reflect cultural 

practices are presented in Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997) and Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang 

Dong (2002). Compared with the aforementioned cultural practices, these two 

picturebooks showcase family cultural practices. Family gatherings are shown in both 

books. In Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997), the entire family gathers and visits 

grandfather’s grave to celebrate an annual commemoration. The author accurately 

portrays the Korean ancestral rites (Jesa) with detailed descriptions of family members 

bowing and paying silent tributes, displaying food in front of the tomb and the honoring a 

list of names of children and grandchildren carved on a tombstone. The representations of 
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family cultural practice are also seen in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002). All the 

family members get together for a farewell party on the day before Jangmi’s family 

leaves Korea. The party is portrayed in the story with a full description of cultural 

practices as well as family-centered details.  

When it comes to traditional and customary practices, it is evident that these 

picturebooks play a critical role in introducing and providing information about cultural 

practices in Korea. Socio-cultural facts regarding customary practices cannot be 

disregarded since they are pivotal in understanding Korea and its culture. Despite the 

significance of understanding the facts on cultural practices, what matters the most in the 

observation and analysis is the issue of representation.  

Through a critical lens, it is examined that the representations of cultural practices 

portrayed in these picturebooks are festivity-centered. Celebrations of a particular holiday 

or family practices of a particular ethnic group can enhance readers’ awareness of 

cultural differences and diversity, yet too much emphasis on the festivity-focused 

representations can bring about a risk of reinforcing cultural stereotypes and perpetuating 

a fixation on Korean culture. Additionally, what is more critically scrutinized in this 

category is the issue of overrepresentations of cultural practices. The representations of 

cultural activities practiced during celebrations are overdone in that they do not reflect 

the socio-cultural contexts, which involve the values, beliefs, and attitudes, or actual 

practices by Koreans of both past and present days. For instance, performances of playing 

the traditional musical instruments during a little baby’s first birthday celebration party 

and singing traditional songs during family gathering party are found in What Will You 

Be, Sara, Mee? (2010) and in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002).  
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Uncle Kwang in What Will You Be, Sara? Mee (2010) arrives at Sara Mee’s 

birthday party with the traditional Korean drum (janggo) and he plays his drum together 

with Sara Mee’s mom, who plays the kayagum—one of the best-known traditional string 

instruments in Korea. As presented in Figure 4.30, the uncle is playing the drum in front 

of all the relatives and friends who came to the baby’s first birthday celebration, and the 

mother in the back in pink traditional Korean dress Hanbok is playing the kayagum.    

 

Figure 4.30 Traditional Korean instruments: What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010) 
 

These cultural activities of musical performances are well presented in the story. 

However, the issue is not about cultural accuracy as these musical instruments do exist, 

past and present. What matters in this scene is the representation of musical instruments 

without a full consideration of their socio-cultural contexts and their cultural acceptance 

of Koreans in the present day. Janggo and Kayagums are rarely seen and performed at 

home unless the performers have studied and majored in those instruments. They are 

rather considered to be unique and special musical instruments that are most likely to be 
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seen and used by those who have expertise in these particular musical genres or by those 

who do performances in nationwide concerts or on special stages that celebrate Korean 

national holidays or traditions. Considering these factors, the representations of these 

musical instruments performed at household level are questionable because they do not 

authentically reflect how the cultural values and practices are actually played out.  

In the same vein, the issues of representation are also found in Goodbye, 382 Shin 

Dang Dong (2002). During the farewell party for Jangmi’s family who moves to the 

U.S., the entire family gathers, shares food and sings traditional songs together. The text 

describes that everybody who participates in the farewell party ate, sang traditional 

Korean songs and celebrated in a sad way. The written description of “traditional Korean 

songs” (p. 8) caught my attention. The author did not specify any names of traditional 

songs so it is not quite clear to what extent the songs would be considered traditional or 

non-traditional. Considering the socio-cultural acceptance of Koreans in the present, 

however, it is my observation that the written representations of traditional Korean songs 

presented in this story are overdone, reinforcing the idea that it is common for Koreans to 

sing traditional songs during family events. Although it is not untrue to say that the 

traditional songs are performed during family occasions, this representation is 

problematic. While this cultural element of singing ‘traditional songs’ can help readers 

enhance their cultural awareness as well as cultural difference, these representations do 

not reflect the socio-cultural values and practices that are actually played out today in 

Korea.  
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Maintaining traditional beliefs, values, and attitudes  

Cultural practices reflect not only the patterns of socio-cultural behaviors in 

traditions and customs but also the perspectives of values, beliefs, attitudes, and ideas 

underlying the social and cultural practices of a society. Four picturebooks demonstrate 

cultural perspectives of having good luck/wishing good luck and two picturebooks 

illustrate expressions of respect and politeness in both written and pictorial 

representations.   

The concept of having good luck or wishing for good fortune is evident in 

Dumpling Soup (1993), This Next New Year (2000), Yoon and the Christmas Mitten 

(2006), and Yoon and the Jade Bracelet (2008). The whole family in Dumpling Soup 

(1993) makes dumplings to celebrate New Year’s Day. The concept of having good luck 

is clearly highlighted in the texts. While the Korean child protagonist Marisa is making 

Korean dumpling mandoo with her grandmother in the kitchen, her grandmother tells 

Marisa that her mandoo will be served later and she worries about whether her mandoos 

are good enough to put into soup. She says: “Is Grandma putting them away so they 

won’t spoil the soup? Maybe it’s bad luck to eat ugly dumplings on New Year’s” (p.10). 

This text implies that Marisa is holding the belief of having good luck during New Year’s 

Day and this concept of having good fortune reemerges in the scene where the whole 

family is waiting for the firecrackers on the midnight sky on the day of New Year’s Eve. 

They talk about their expectations of having good luck in the coming year. 

Similar to Marisa’s story in Dumpling Soup (1993), the story in This Next New 

Year (2000) is about a child who is from both Korean and Chinese cultural backgrounds 

experiencing New Year’ Day. The child expects that this next new year will be the best 
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year and he helps his mother clean his room as well as his house so that the bad luck can 

be removed. On page 11 and 12, the illustrations as well as words show that the child put 

a lot of efforts not only on sweeping and cleaning his room but also on taking a shower, 

trimming and changing his clothing in order to prepare for New Year’s Day and to have 

good fortune. Listed below are the texts highlighting having good/bad luck:   

“I will move these mountains of bad luck off the floor and into the 
trash…” (p.12) 
 
“We are scrubbing our house rough and raw so it can soak up good 
luck” (p.14) 
 
“I am cutting my nails and even cleaning the dirt out from the corners of 
my big toenails so the luck can squeeze itself in there and take me 
where I want to go” (p.15) 
 
“And tonight I am washing my hair and drying it extra dry so it can soak 
up some good luck, too, and that luck can drip into my brain and 
come to my rescue at school” (p.18) 
 

Having good luck especially during New Year’s Day is also emphasized in Yoon 

and the Christmas Mitten (2006). Yoon’s parents expect their daughter Yoon not to 

celebrate Christmas but to maintain the Korean tradition and custom of New Year’s Day. 

They firmly assert that Santa Claus is not their custom and they are not Christmas family. 

Instead they would rather stress that their family is Korean and their holiday is New 

Year’s Day. During this conversation, Yoon’s mother mentions having good luck on this 

day. She says that “We will visit our friends the Kim family. We will have a fine meal 

together, and we will wish each other good luck” (p. 5). In addition, the depiction of 

having good fortune reappears towards the end of the story when both Yoon and her 

parents eventually reach a mutual acceptance of two different cultural customs—

Christmas and New Year’s Day. At the end of the story when Yoon accepts her cultural 
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practices of New Year’s Day, she tells her teacher and classmates about the Korean New 

Year’s celebration, food, and the concept of having good luck. On page 23, the text 

describes,  

“… I told my teacher and the boys and girls all about our New Year’s 
celebration. I told them about our fine dinner with kimchee, our spicy 
cabbage, and about the dumpling soup and the rice cakes. I told them 
about the good-luck wishes” (p.23) 
 

In light of these written and illustrative examples, the first three picturebooks showcase 

the relationship between New Year’s Day and good luck. The traditional Korean New 

Year’s Day, or Seollal, is one of the biggest holidays in Korean society. People return to 

their hometowns to visit their parents and other relatives and to spend time with their 

families sharing food and honoring their ancestors. During this celebration day, there is a 

traditional and customary practice called Sebeh, which is the act of bowing to elders. 

Children with elders in the family celebrate the new year by performing the traditional 

bow and saying ‘saehae bok mani badeuseyo’, which literally means, ‘please receive a lot 

of luck in the new year’, simply equivalent to ‘Happy New Year’. Then the elders 

typically reward this bowing by giving their children or grandchildren New Year’s 

money in luck bags. Rooted in this traditional and customary practice, people in general 

wish luck to each other, regardless of age or status, telling them to receive a lot of best 

luck. Not only with family members but also with close friends or colleagues, wishing 

best luck has become a common practice especially during New Year’s Day.  

Considering all these socio-cultural contexts, these stories are providing factual 

information and knowledge related to Korean culture. It is certain that Seollal, the 

traditional Korean New Year’s Day, is an important holiday to Koreans. Also, it is not to 

mention that these books can arouse readers’ cultural awareness of Korean New Year’s 



 181 

Day and offer them an opportunity to learn and understand the meaning of good luck and 

its significance. Yet, what makes me look through a critical lens is that these 

representations would likely remain as symbolic or emblematic elements if it were not for 

additional understandings about flexibility in cultural practices in the stories. To 

elaborate this, not all Korean households, for instance, adhere to the traditional and 

customary practice called Sebeh on New Year’s Day. Despite the importance of 

understanding cultural celebration and traditional beliefs or value systems, they are 

depicted in the books as mandatory cultural norms. Again, what is missing in these 

representations is the flexibility in acting in accord with actual current cultural practices. 

Although these cultural practices exist in Korea, they are not obligatorily played out as a 

cultural norm. Without a full understanding of the cultural norm and/or flexibility, 

Korean cultural practices represented in the picturebooks will be viewed as a stereotype 

and eventually make readers fall into the danger of oversimplifying and exoticizing 

Korean culture.   

In addition to the cultural practices reflecting values or beliefs of having or 

wishing good luck, those that reflect social behaviors and attitudes are found in two 

picturebooks: Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) and Yunmi and Halmoni Trip (1997). The 

behaviors and attitudes particularly relevant to non-verbal communication are distinctly 

observed in both written and pictorial descriptions that portray expressions of showing 

respect, politeness, dignity, and modesty.  

Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) is a story about Yunmi and her grandmother, who 

recently came to the U.S. to live with Yunmi’s family. While the grandmother makes 

cultural and linguistic adjustments in the U.S., she goes through cultural differences. The 
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second book Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997) is a sequel where Yunmi visits her 

grandmother’s hometown in Korea. This book tells the reverse story about the 

granddaughter meeting her family members living in Korea and experiencing Korean 

culture and family practices.  

The representations of social behaviors and attitudes, particularly with regard to 

the expressions of showing respect, politeness, dignity, and modesty centered around the 

grandmother in Halmoni and the Picnic (1993). Yunmi’s grandmother is concerned about 

being polite, showing respect, and expressing dignity. On page 7, when Yunmi and her 

grandmother are walking on the street heading to Yunmi’s school, they meet Miss Stein, 

Yunmi’s friend who works the night shift at a nearby hospital. They greet each other in an 

American way, waving hands and saying ‘Good morning’ with a smile. Witnessing this 

American way of greeting, Yunmi’s grandmother tells Yunmi that “you must not call out 

to grown-ups. You should lower your eyes out of respect. It is rude for little ones to 

disturb their elders!” (p. 7). The written descriptions portraying this scene clearly 

demonstrate that Yunmi’s grandmother pays attention to her granddaughter’s lack of 

awareness of Korean culture in showing respect to elders by lowing eyes and by waiting 

for elders to speak first. The written examples in the scene where grandmother joins 

Yunmi’s school picnic on page 24 further accentuates the attitude of expressing politeness 

and dignity. Grandmother shares the food she prepared for the children in Yunmi’s class 

and she smiles when everyone in Yunmi’s class enjoys eating the Korean food. In this 

scene, the following words portray the grandmother’s position, which places an emphasis 

on politeness and dignity.  

 
“Halmoni smiled, displaying all her teeth. She forgot that in Korea it is not 
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dignified for a woman to smile in public without covering her mouth with 
her hand” (p.24).  
 

This text describes social behaviors and attitudes of Koreans in general through the 

grandmother. Korean females in particular are portrayed as if they are restricted to 

express their feelings and have a constrained manner in public. In other words, the 

portrayals of the grandmother’s attitudes in this scene are overdone and misrepresented.  

When it comes to understanding Korean social behaviors and attitudes, it is 

important to know that they are reflected by the hierarchical relationship between social 

actors, which is rooted in Confucianism. The Confucius’ teaching highlights the five sets 

of human relationships, which include the relations between sovereign and subject, father 

and son, husband and wife, senior and junior, and between friends (Chung, 2015; Lau, 

1979; Wei-Ming, 1998). Due to the hierarchical relationship on which social behaviors 

and attitudes of Koreans rely, people in higher social status, seniors or elders, and 

husbands are respected and dignified (Cho & Yoon, 2001; Kim, 2009; Slote,1998; 

Smyth, Wang & Hwee, 2000). These hierarchical relationships influenced by 

Confucianism still serve as the norm of moral and social conduct for many people in 

Korea. Compared to the past, however, this hierarchy is less emphasized and becoming 

eroded nowadays, particularly as to patriarchy or gender hierarchy. Taking these socio-

cultural contexts into consideration, the written portrayals of the grandmother’s positions 

and attitudes shown on page 24 are misrepresented.  

 Another questionable reaction associated with the grandmother’s social 

behavior/attitude emerges in the scene on page 27, where she interacts with Yunmi’s 

friends during the picnic. After lunch, children invite Yunmi’s grandmother to hold the 

end of jump rope to play with them. While playing, other kids ask if she can come to the 
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next picnic and she nods and accepts the invitation with joy. The grandmother expresses 

happiness as she is having fun with the children. In this scene, what brings about a 

question is the depiction of her emotions. The expression of happiness and joy is 

conveyed through the grandmother’s tears. The words describe, “Halmoni smiled until 

tears clouded her vision” (p.27). Although tears of joy can be one of the expressions 

when a person’s emotion is filled with joy, this text demonstrates that the grandmother is 

controlling her expression of joy in order to show dignity in front of children. To put it 

differently, this can be interpreted as a grandmother’s emotional constraint due to the 

moral and social conduct influenced by the Confucian teaching.  

 The image of constraining emotions reemerges in the final part of the picnic 

scene on pages 28 and 29. When children express their appreciation to the grandmother 

for her preparing food and participating in the school picnic, she is standing next to a tree 

to be applauded by everyone in the class (See Figure 4.31). 

 

Figure 4.31 Yunmi’s grandmother in Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 
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In this scene, the visual and written depictions of a grandmother’s body posture and facial 

expression appear to be in question. On page 28, the picture visually shows that the 

grandmother’s head and eyes are pointing down to the ground and her hands are folded in 

front and her face is all red. The words highlight this posture and facial expression: 

“Halmoni’s wrinkled face turned red and she looked down at her pointed shoes. She took 

a handkerchief from the large sleeve of her chogori and wiped her eyes” (p.29). It is my 

understanding that the author’s intention of including these pictorial and written 

portrayals is to demonstrate an essential part of Korean culture, particularly when 

accepting gratitude or a compliment. In Korean culture, when people are applauded and 

appreciated, they respond by saying ‘No,’ which implies ‘Not at all,’ ‘Don’t mention it,’ 

or ‘it is not a big deal, I am glad to do it’. So, the common response to ‘thank you’ in 

Korean is ‘No.’ Akin to this linguistic expression, one’s attitudes of modesty and 

humility also serve as a general response to appreciation and gratitude. 

What is disturbing in these depictions, however, is the exaggeration of Yunmi’s 

grandmother’s body posture and facial expression.  

As well depicted in Figure 4.31, the interplay of words and images of Yunmi’s 

grandmother, folding her hands together in front, having red blushes on her cheek, and 

wiping her eyes, reinforces the exaggeration and misrepresentation of social 

behaviors/attitudes of humbleness in Korea. With no regard to what was intended by the 

author in the interplay of words and images of the grandmother, Korean social culture or 

practices in the scene of Figure 4.31 are represented in a misleading way. With the 

excessively described posture and facial expression of the grandmother, the words and 

images give rise to a dramatic effect of positioning the grandmother as the exotic Other 
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among other characters. This overrepresentation distances readers from understanding the 

social and moral codes as well as behaviors/attitudes actually practiced in Korea.  

 Cultural practices that reflect social behaviors or attitudes particularly relevant to 

non-verbal communication such as body language, postures or facial expressions are also 

found in Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997), which is a sequel to Halmoni and the Picnic 

(1993). This book portrays a story about Yunmi’s visit to her grandmother’s homeland 

Korea. During her visit, she meets her relatives in Korea and participates in an annual 

family ceremony, or Jesa, to commemorate the birthday of her grandfather who passed 

away. Throughout the story, the culture of greeting with a polite bow is noticeably 

observed in the character’s actions, positions or body postures. Two different types of 

bowing are examined in the story: 1) greetings at the airport where the relatives are 

welcoming Yunmi and her grandmother, and 2) ceremonial greetings in front of the 

grandfather’s grave. 

 When Yunmi and her grandmother arrive in Korea, the whole family who come 

to pick them up welcome them with greetings and bows. The words portray:  

“Suddenly a huge crowd of people rushed toward them, waving and 
bowing. Yunmi stood still, her eyes wide. Everyone hugged her. Person 
after person bowed and embraced Halmoni. Halmoni was so happy, she 
had to wipe tears from her smiling face” (p. 6).  
 

This example provides the descriptions of bowing culture in Korea. Bowing is a huge 

part of greeting culture in Korea. It is a way to show respect when saying hello, or 

goodbye, and to express appreciation. In line with the words, the illustration displayed 

above the text on page 6 visually supports the image of bowing and greeting practice in 

Korea. As clearly seen in Figure 4.32, Yunmi is standing still right next to her 

grandmother, whereas the grandmother is bowing to the two family members in front of 
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her. As a Korean American visiting Korea for the first time, Yunmi, who is not familiar 

with Korean cultural practices, seems to be observing her grandmother and the Korean 

relatives’ actions of greeting. In this particular scene, what brings attention is not the 

action or posture of Yunmi but that of Yunmi’s grandmother and the family members 

next to her. In the image, the grandmother and the first two people (a male character right 

next to Yunmi’s grandmother and a female character in orange/yellow traditional dress) 

are greeting each other with a deep and sincere 90-degree bow (See Figure 4.32). 

 

Figure 4.32 Bowing scene in Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997) 

In relation to this particular action of bowing, I paid attention to the meaning that is 

embedded in the postures of characters’ bowing. Within the story, the author does not 

mention any more details about the age of the two Korean relatives who are bowing to 
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Yunmi’s grandmother and also about their relationships with her. However, it is 

important to note that understanding the counterpart’s age, status, position, and 

relationship matters in Korean greeting culture. When people greet each other, the degree 

of bowing or bend range depends on the occasions. It may differ in accordance with the 

age, position, relations, status, or power distance of the person you are greeting (Cho & 

Yoon, 2001; Lee, Brett & Park, 2012). For instance, if you are meeting a person for the 

first time without any acquaintance or if you are in informal settings, it is common to 

greet with a slight tilt, or with less than a 45-degree bow. But if you are greeting a person 

who is older that you, or higher in position, or someone you highly respect, you are 

expected to give a more tilted bow, but with less than 90 degrees. The bowing rarely goes 

toward 90 degrees unless a person is in a situation of expressing honor to a person in a 

socially higher status, or giving a sincere apology (The Academy of Korean Studies, 

1995). Thus, the 90-degree bow is considered an exaggerated bow which may make 

people feel uncomfortable. Given this, when going back to the characters presented in 

this scene on page 6 (See Figure 4.32), the representation of the characters greeting with 

an almost 90-degree bow appears to be questionable. Considering the socio-cultural 

contexts of bowing practices in Korea, the illustration of Yunmi’s grandmother and the 

other two characters who bow to each other with a tilt of 90 degrees is too much 

exaggerated and overdone.  

The bowing practice reemerges when the entire family participates in an annual 

picnic feast and commemoration. Yunmi and her family members visit the place where 

the grandfather’s grave and tombstone are located. Both the words and illustrations of 

Jesa, the memorial ceremony for ancestors, are presented on pages 17 and 18. The 
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illustrative example on page 17 shows that the food prepared by Yunmi’s family is 

displayed in front of the grandfather’s grave and the members of the family are bowing 

together. The image visually presents two types of bowing.  

 

 

Figure 4.33 Jesa in Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997) 

As seen in Figure 4.33, people in the very front row close to the Jesa food are 

kneeling down on the floor for their ritual bowing, which is different from those bowing 

behind and on the sides. Unlike the bowing with a standing posture, bowing with a 

kneeling posture is called Big Bows (keunjul) or deep bows (The Academy of Korean 
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Studies, 1995). This type of bowing is different in that it is practiced only during special 

occasions such as New Year’s Day, weddings, funerals, or ancestral rites.  

In the representations of the late grandfather’s birthday commemoration, the 

author gives detailed verbal descriptions of the Jesa ceremony on page 18. The words 

portray the names of parents and grandchildren inscribed on a tombstone and also depict 

the way in which bowing is practiced. In this scene, the author and illustrator provide 

both written and illustrative examples to inform cultural practices of Jesa in Korea. What 

seems to be missing here, however, is the cultural fluidity of Jesa. Korean memorial 

rituals for ancestors in Jesa are rooted in Confucianism (Lee, 1998). One of the main 

foundations in the teachings of Confucius is about filial piety and love for the family 

members. This ancestral rite is intended to express appreciation to ancestors, thanking 

them for the care one has received from them. Korean family members usually practice 

this ritual and celebrate the relationship with their ancestors on special days like  the 

ancestors’ birthday, memorial service, New Year’s Day (Seollal), or Korean 

Thanksgiving Day (Chuseok). This cultural practice demonstrates honor and respect for 

one’s ancestors, includes prayers for a good new year, and reaffirms the bonds between 

the living and the dead. Koreans who practice this cultural ritual believe that taking good 

care of their ancestors will make the ancestors watch over their living descendants in the 

afterlife (Lee, 1998).  

This traditional Korean practice Jesa has been passed down for a long time and it 

used to be considered as one of the required family events. However, due to religious 

diversity and varying belief systems today, Jesa is now gradually fading away as a 

cultural practice in Korea (Park, 2016). Even within a family, while some may agree to 
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maintain Jesa culture, others disagree for a variety of reasons and do alternative 

ceremonies in many different ways, instead. The author’s cultural backgrounds and 

personal experiences in Korea may have been reflected in the story and affected the 

interplay of words and pictures. Given such socio-cultural contexts in Korea today, 

however, the cultural fluidity of Jesa needs to be taken into consideration in the story, 

despite the author’s well-presented and well-informed representations of the ancestral 

ceremony in Korea. 
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CHAPTER 5: CULTURAL POSITIONING AND PATTERNS OF SHIFTS IN 
REPRESENTATIONS 

 
Findings on cultural representations are continued in this chapter, around a 

broader focus on cultural identity and cultural shifts over time. The major discussions 

are: 1) Representations of identity construction and cultural positioning, and 2) Patterns 

of shift/transformation in representations of Korean culture across publication dates.  

 

Representations of identity construction and cultural positioning 

Identity is constructed through social practices and interactions with families, 

friends, and other surroundings. As identity is tied to social practices and interactions, it 

is critical to understand that identity cannot be fixated in a monolithic way, but is built in 

complex, fluid, and multifaceted ways. Korean immigrant/Korean American children in 

the books go through a process of exploring their identity in many ways and navigate 

their cultural positioning in the U.S. society given their surrounding cultural and 

linguistic landscapes. 

As a way of exploring and navigating identity in the new world, a variety of 

processes—questioning, resisting, understanding, accepting, compromising, shifting, 

etc.—are substantially observed in many of the picturebooks in this study. Focusing on 

the main character’s identity, or the identity of the child protagonist of Korean heritage, I 

closely examined how the child’s identity is portrayed in the story. In order to understand 

the dynamics of identity construction of Korean protagonists, the following questions 

were asked: 1) How do they react to the new culture in the beginning and at the end of 

the book? 2) What kinds of process of navigating their identity are depicted as 

interplaying? 3) How do they navigate the two worlds and identities? 4) What 
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assumptions seem to account for the representations of identity and cultural positioning 

in the books? 

Of the 29 picturebooks in the study, some books are primarily concerned with 

issues of cultural heritage and identity whereas many others are about dealing with the 

child’s new culture and identity. This section consists of three major parts. The first part 

focuses on the perspectives of linguistic and cultural identity in relation to Korean 

heritage and cultural roots. The second part discusses perspectives of linguistic and 

cultural identity in relation to U.S. culture, especially issues of distancing home culture, 

dealing with a clash in understanding acculturation, struggling with names and identity, 

and encountering linguistic and cultural barriers. The final part is about issues of race and 

cultural positioning of characters. This is followed by critical reflections on the 

representations of identity and cultural positioning in these picturebooks.  

 

1) Identity in relation to Korean culture/heritage  

The majority of the stories in the picturebooks show close connections to Korean 

customs, a strong sense of belonging, and shared interest and affinity for Korean 

language and culture. Across the entire set of picturebooks, maintaining Korean cultural 

practice as a family is dominantly presented through the representations of cooking in the 

kitchen, or dining/eating-meals-together scenes, which reflect a sense of identity within 

the Korean family as a cultural group. In addition, understanding, accepting and making 

close affiliation to Korean language and customs are portrayed in the picturebooks. 

Korean children’s strong sense of belonging to Korean culture or making connections to 

Korean heritage/root is portrayed in This Next New Year (2000), Dumpling Soup (1993), 
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The Trip Back Home (2000), Yumi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997), and Aekyung’ Dream 

(1988).  

The main characters in This Next New Year (2000) and Dumpling Soup (1993) 

are from multiracial families, but they already have an understanding of Korean culture 

and heritage and make strong connections to Korean identity by participating in and 

celebrating Korean cultural practices of New Year’s Day.  

In The Trip Back Home (2000) and Yumi and Halmoni’s Trip (1997), Korean 

children who are born in the U.S. visit Korea to meet family members and experience 

their home culture. While exploring the Korean heritage, they begin to understand, accept 

and feel a strong sense of belonging to their home culture.  

Moreover, the child protagonist in Aekyung’ Dream (1988) is aware that her 

identity is deeply attached to Korean language and culture. Aekyung, who goes through 

linguistic and cultural struggles in the U.S., dreams about the Korean King who created 

the Korean alphabet and decides to maintain her Korean linguistic identity. Her 

determination and close connections to Korean language and culture demonstrate her 

strong sense of Korean identity.  

All five of these picturebooks reveal that the child, or the main character in the 

story, has a strong affinity for Korean linguistic and cultural identity, makes close 

connections to Korean customs, or explores and discovers a sense of belonging to Korean 

heritage.  
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2) Identity in relation to the mainstream U.S. culture 

Korean immigrant/Korean American children in the books experience two 

different worlds, Korea and the U.S., and they go through a process of exploring and 

understanding their two different linguistic and cultural identities. This process is 

depicted with portrayals of children raising questions, resisting the new culture, making 

transitions, or gaining social perspectives when constructing their own identities.  

The following questions guided me in looking closely into how the navigation of 

the two worlds is depicted: What are their perspectives of their home culture and the U.S. 

culture? Do they view their home culture differently in comparison with the mainstream 

U.S. culture? How do they react to the new culture in the beginning and how is the story 

resolved in the end? How do they negotiate the two identities?  

With these guiding questions, I analyzed the process of bicultural identity 

construction of Korean immigrant/Korean American children. One of the interesting 

aspects found in the Korean American books is that when children who were born in the 

U.S. experience Korean culture, their initial reaction is to distance themselves from their 

Korean heritage and later understand and accept these cultural differences. Particularly in 

the stories of Korean immigrant children, it is notable to see their dynamic processes of 

adjusting to the new world in the U.S., having a desire to assimilate into U.S. culture, 

making the transition to blend into U.S. society, and reconciling the two identities.  

  

Distancing from home culture   
 

Korean American children, who are born in the U.S. and spend most of their lives 

in the U.S., experience two different worlds between mainstream U.S. culture and their 
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home culture. Across the books about Korean American children’s lives in the U.S., in 

particular, they first interact with people on the Korean side—mostly their Korean family 

members or relatives—and then they go through a process of exploring, raising 

questions, resisting, making transitions, understanding, and/or gaining social perspectives 

when constructing their linguistic and cultural identities. 

With the earlier guiding questions in mind, I focused on how Korean American 

children view their two worlds and also carefully looked into how their views influence 

their identity construction. Four picturebooks, in particular Cooper’s Lesson (2004), The 

Best Winds (2006), Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), and Halmoni’s Day (2000), stand out 

in depicting children’s distancing their home cultures (Korean culture) from the dominant 

U.S. culture. They portray Korean American children in the U.S., who interact with their 

family members from Korea (e.g. grandmother or grandfather), experience the Korean 

heritage and learn their cultural roots. When they first encounter the Korean culture or 

interact with grandmother/grandfather from Korea, they express cultural and emotional 

distance or disconnection from their home culture.  

Cooper’s Lesson (2004) is about a biracial child who goes through a process of 

navigating his Korean identity. In the beginning of the story, Cooper is embarrassed by 

his half-Korean and half-Caucasian identity. Since he feels that he is an outsider of 

Korean culture due to his lack of understanding Korean language and culture, he initially 

creates an emotional distance from his home culture by carefully observing what the 

Korean culture is like and what Korean people do during visits to a Korean grocery story. 

While he struggles with being caught between the two worlds, he meets a Korean grocery 

store owner, Mr. Kim, who understands the hardship of learning a new language and 
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culture. Sharing with Mr. Kim, Cooper is encouraged to understand and accept the 

Korean language, culture, and identity. Cooper’s story pictures not only the process of a 

child’s identity exploration and navigation but also the understanding and acceptance of 

who he is as a Korean.  

In The Best Winds (2006), a Korean American child, Jinho, distances himself 

from his grandfather who has recently moved to the U.S. The story portrays an 

intergenerational or intercultural relationships between Jinho and his grandfather from 

Korea. Jinho’s perspectives of understanding his grandfather and Korean culture are 

described at the beginning of the story. Jinho, who is assumed to be born and raised in the 

U.S., depicts his grandfather from an observer’s perspective by saying: “Grandfather 

moved in after Grandmother died. The old man wore hanboks and wouldn’t wear his 

shoes inside the house” (p. 1). Jinho disconnects himself from the ways in which his 

grandfather acts by using the term ‘old man,’ instead of ‘grandfather’ or the pronoun 

‘he,’ and he constantly views his grandfather from an outsider’s perspective. The text 

further explains Jinho’s position and his viewpoints towards his grandfather: “Jinho and 

his friends laughed at his ancient ways. They said his hanboks looked like bathrobes” 

(p.2). Together with his friends, Jinho takes the stance of an outsider, making fun of his 

grandfather’s outfits as well as his appearance. As the relationship between Jinho and his 

grandfather gradually reconciles, his perspectives change. Although Jinho initially 

positions himself on the American side with the U.S. mainstream, and takes the position 

of dismissing the grandfather and his Korean ways, he eventually understands and 

accepts his Korean identity through interacting and building a relationship with his 

grandfather.  
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Korean American children’s initial reactions of distancing themselves from their 

home culture is further showcased in two picturebooks: Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 

and Halmoni’s Day (2000). In Halmoni and the Picnic (1993), Yunmi’s grandmother 

who recently came to the U.S. to live with Yunmi’s family is invited to Yunmi’s school 

annual picnic. Yunmi’s friends, Helen and Anna Marie, want Yunmi’s grandmother to 

join the event because they want to show her grandmother that they want to be new 

friends so that she can adjust to the new culture in the U.S. Despite her friend’s 

excitement about inviting the grandmother to the picnic, Yunmi is concerned and worried 

about whether her grandmother will be teased because of her different appearance, style, 

and behavior that are deeply imbued with Korean culture. Her anxiety of losing face 

because of her grandmother who recently came to the U.S. is clearly depicted in both 

verbal and visual descriptions in the story. 

“Helen and Anna Marie grinned and nodded at Yunmi with excitement. 
But Yunmi was suddenly confused and worried. What if Halmoni did not 
want to come? What if the children made fun of her pointed rubber shoes 
and her long Korean dress?” (p.15)  
 

Yunmi tells her grandmother to join the event and meet her friends as well as the teacher, 

but her concern still remains inside her mind. While her grandmother is preparing Korean 

food for the picnic, Yunmi’s anxiety about inviting her grandmother to the school picnic 

and bringing Korean food to the event are portrayed in the written texts.  

“Again, Yunmi was worried. Most of the children would bring bologna or 
peanut butter sandwiches, which they would wash down with soda pop. 
What if no one wanted to eat Halmoni’s kimbap? What if they made faces?” 
(p.19).  

 
Yunmi’s inner struggles and concerns of losing face are resolved at the end of the story. 

She comes to realize that her class friends as well as the teacher would warmly welcomes 
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the grandmother and appreciate her food prepared for the event. Her perspectives change 

throughout the story. However, it is worth noting that the Korean American grandchild, 

Yunmi, initially positioned herself as part of the mainstream culture and viewed her 

home culture differently by distancing herself from Korean culture and positioning 

herself as American, but not as Korean. 

 These similar feelings and concerns are also circulated within the Korean 

American grandchild’s mind in Halmoni’s Day (2000). In this story, Jennifer interacts 

with her grandmother from Korea for the first time. When they first meet at the airport, 

Jennifer is a little surprised at the grandmother’s Korean dress which is unfamiliar to her. 

In this scene, there is an image of Jennifer’s grandmother wearing her traditional silk 

dress and waving her hand to find Jennifer’s family. Together with the grandmother’s 

image, Jennifer’s first impression of seeing her grandmother is expressed on the first 

page of the book.  

“Blinking hard, all Jennifer could think about was school the next day. 
Halmoni had arrived just in time for Grandparents’ Day. Jennifer 
wondered what her classmates would think of this tiny woman in strange 
clothes. Halmoni didn’t even speak English!” (p.1). 

 
Jennifer’s grandmother is invited to Grandparents’ Day. However, Jennifer is concerned 

about how she will be viewed at school. In particular, the grandmother’s appearance and 

clothing style further raise Jennifer’s concerns:  

“Then they walked Halmoni arm-in-arm through the bustling airport while 
Jennifer lagged a few steps behind. Glancing around, she noticed several 
other Korean ladies dressed like Halmoni. In school, she thought, everyone 
else’s grandmother will be wearing American clothes” (p.3). 

 
As Jennifer’s worries grow bigger, she continuously feels anxious about how her 

grandmother, who barely speaks English, will participate in the event and share favorite 
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stories/memories with the class. Even on that day, she looks at her grandmother sitting 

next to other grandparents and feels uncomfortable by noticing how different she is from 

the other grandparents. Her nervousness about how other people will view her 

grandmother is vividly described: 

“Jennifer couldn’t help but notice how different she was from the other 
grandparents, dressed in their running shoes and casual clothes. From 
across the room Halmoni caught Jennifer’s stare and smiled at her. 
Jennifer smiled back and felt her heart begin to pound” (p.15). 

 
Yet, Jennifer’s nervousness does not last. Her grandmother receives an award, which is 

given to a grandparent who traveled the farthest to participate in this event. As soon as 

she receives the award, she shares with others her childhood memories of her father in 

Korea. Soon after this, Jennifer realizes how her grandmother’s love of families passed 

down to her despite the barriers of language, time and space. What is particularly 

remarkable in the books is that there are changes in perspectives Korean culture. She 

initially viewed Korean dress, appearance, style, and practices as strange and alien, which 

intensified her concerns of losing face in front of people at school. Yet, these initial 

reactions gradually change as she listens to her grandmother’s personal story and gains 

transgenerational/transcultural understandings. 

In the four books, when Korean American children first encounter aspects of 

Korean culture in the U.S., they show a tendency to raise questions and create emotional 

distance by expressing some discomfort at differences. These reactions may be shown 

explicitly or implicitly when they encounter their Korean culture for the first time. 

Moreover, during their first encounter with their ethnic heritage, they initially position 

themselves in mainstream U.S. culture and see themselves as only belonging to that 

culture. Their initial reactions and positioning gradually shift and eventually become 
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bicultural as they enter into the stories of their family members, gain transcultural 

understandings, and rediscover their bicultural identities. 

 

Clash in understanding acculturation between the Korean child and parents  

Korean immigrant children who recently came to the U.S. go through a process 

of adjusting to a new place and social life. In the new world, they encounter a wide range 

of challenges caused by cultural differences or language barriers. Some children may 

resist assimilating by sustaining their own linguistic and cultural identities, but their 

parents expect their children to quickly assimilate or blend into U.S. culture. Other 

children may wish to quickly accommodate and accept the U.S. culture, but their parents 

may resist their child’s assimilation and expect their children to maintain their Korean 

culture and heritage. Despite the clash in understanding acculturation at the beginning of 

a book, the Korean child and their parents eventually reconcile the clash between the U.S. 

and Korean cultures.   

My Name Is Yoon (2003) and Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006) are a case in 

point. In the first book, My Name Is Yoon (2003), the parents want Yoon to culturally and 

linguistically assimilate into the U.S. Having difficulty getting used to the new place and 

environment, Yoon does not want to learn the new way in the U.S. On the other hand, her 

parents really want her to quickly assimilate into the culture in the U.S. The following 

text shows how her parents emphasize the assimilation,  

“I did not want to learn the new way. I wanted to go back home to Korea. 
I did not like America. Everything was different here. But my father 
handed me a pencil, and his eyes said Do-as-I-say. He showed me how to 
print every letter in the English alphabet. So I practiced, and my father was 
very pleased” (p.5).  
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Parents’ expectations of her assimilation into the U.S. are more clearly observed in 

additional descriptions. When Yoon says “we should go back to Korea. It is better there” 

(p.10), the father says, “do not talk like that…America is your home now” (p.10). This 

implies that there is an initial clash in understanding acculturation between Yoon and her 

parents. Yet, towards the end of the story, Yoon accepts the two cultures and her dual 

identities.  

In the second book Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006), Yoon wants to be 

involved in the U.S. culture. Yoon learns about Christmas culture and the story of Santa 

at school. She brings the Christmas book home and tells the story of Santa and the 

Christmas culture to her parents. She gets into the new culture and feels excited about 

decorating a Christmas tree, sharing gifts, singing songs about a reindeer, and creating 

her own Christmas mitten. Although her parents are not fond of her talking about the 

story and cultural traditions of Christmas, Yoon strongly expresses her own desire to 

enjoy and absorb the new cultural traditions, assimilating into the mainstream culture and 

positioning herself as American. The clash in understanding acculturation occurs at the 

beginning of the story, but the Korean child and her parents eventually reconcile the clash 

and accept the two cultures. 

Overall, the clash in understanding acculturation between a Korean child and 

parents are observed in the two books. It is notable that the initial reactions to the new 

culture in a new place may vary even among family members. Clashes or even conflicts 

are seen in the process of understanding the two different cultures and two different 

worlds. But this is viewed as one of the critical aspects in constructing identity, and 

thereby regarded as a natural part of acculturation, particularly when the issues of identity 
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clash come to a reconciliation and acceptance of bicultural identities at the end of the 

story.  

 

Issues of identity and naming 
 

The children of Korean immigrant families encounter issues of identity in terms 

of names when they are caught between the two worlds. The Name Jar (2001) and My 

Name is Yoon (2003) are the two books that particularly cover the issues of a Korean 

immigrant child’s name and identity in the U.S. In these stories, questioning and 

navigating one’s identity are closely connected to experiencing and encountering how 

one’s name is being used in the new world. In The Name Jar (2001), the Korean 

immigrant child Unhei’s identity navigation and shift are observed in her struggle with 

the issue of her name. Unhei goes to school for the first time in the U.S. She first 

encounters a new environment in the school bus on her way to school. Children in the bus 

ask Unhei’s name and make fun of pronouncing her name. She continues to feel nervous 

about it while introducing herself in front of her classmates. Just like the children in the 

bus, other students in her class ask her name, but she does not tell them her Korean name 

because she thinks that they might view her in a strange way and make fun of her again. 

On her way home, Unhei keeps thinking carefully about her name. On her way home, 

Unhei keeps thinking about her name and tells her mother that she wants to have an 

American name. She complains that it is hard to pronounce her Korean name and also 

says that she does not want to be different from all the other American children. Unhei’s 

inner struggle of trying to change her name is reflected in the scene where she stands in 

front of the bathroom mirror. On page 13, looking at herself in the mirror, she practices 
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introducing herself with an American name (e.g. Amanda, Laura). But she feels that 

neither one sounds right and thinks that none of the American students in class will like 

her. Then, on the next day, she receives a jar with pieces of paper with American names. 

Students in her class have placed the American names (e.g. Daisy, Tamela, etc.) in the jar 

in order for Unhei to pick one from multiple name choices. 

 As a Korean immigrant child, Unhei feels that her name is viewed differently, let 

alone her physical appearance. Due to the circumstances that make Unhei look strange 

and different, she wants to fit into the mainstream culture by having an American name. 

Especially, in the scene where Unhei receives the name jar from her classmates to choose 

one American name, both words and illustrations show how she is glad to be able to have 

a chance to have an American name. This becomes clear in the words, “a smile spread 

over Unhei’s face” (p.14) together with the illustration on page 15, which shows a 

closed-up image of Unhei making a relieved and satisfied smile while holding the name 

jar with small pieces of paper with various American names in it. Towards the end of the 

book, however, Unhei makes a final decision to keep her original Korean name instead of 

the American names in the jar. She eventually embraces her Korean identity by 

maintaining her Korean name. When looking closely into the process of exploring two 

identities, her decision is revealed as a final outcome of her unceasing inner conflict 

between the two worlds, two cultures, and two perspectives. On the one hand, Unhei was 

eager to have an American name in the U.S. On the other hand, however, she wants to 

maintain her Korean name, Unhei, as part of her Korean identity. A wide range of 

American names are presented to Unhei, including such names as Daisy, Tamela, 

Wensdy, Miranda, Stella, Avery, Maidson, Park, Lex, etc. From the perspectives of her 
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American classmates, naming is viewed as ‘just pick whatever you like.’ From Unhei’s 

perspective, however, her name Unhei was given by her grandmother. Unhei later seems 

to realize that her Korean name signals her home identity.  

Unhei is caught between two different worlds and goes through inner conflict. At 

the end of the school day, she looks out the window and sees rain, saying “It’s the same 

rain, she thought, but in a different place” (p. 16). Her inner struggle of being in a new 

place and negotiating a new identity is conveyed through a brief remark on the rain. 

Unhei feels like she is just like the rain, which may be recognized as two different beings 

although it is one and the same. Resonating with the rain, Unhei notices the existence of 

dual identities—one Unhei with home identity and another Unhei with a new identity in 

the U.S. to create a bicultural identity. 

Unhei’s inner conflict with her name is also reflected in a comparison between 

the name jar and the name stamp—the wooden block with a name carved in it. Unlike the 

name jar, which is associated with the mechanism of ‘any one of many,’ or ‘whatever 

you like,’ Unhei’s name stamp is used as a device to soothe her memories of her 

grandmother, her home, and Korea. In the end, Unhei eventually decides to maintain her 

Korean name and introduces her name in both English and Korean in front of her class. 

She confidently says that “I liked the beautiful names and funny names you thought of 

me…But I realized that I liked my name best, so I chose it again. Korean names mean 

something. Unhei means grace” (p.26-27). She overcomes the struggle of choosing a 

single side of her identity and decides to embrace both identities. Both verbal and visual 

representations of naming and identity illuminate that the Korean immigrant children go 

through a dynamic process of exploring and/or navigating two different worlds.  
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My Name is Yoon (2003) is another story about a Korean immigrant child who 

adjusts in the U.S., encountering the complexities of discovering oneself through the 

issues of naming and identity. Yoon has recently moved to the U.S. from Korea with her 

parents. In order to prepare for the first day of her new school, Yoon is told to write her 

name in English. Despite her parents’ insistence on writing it in English, she resists. In 

her initial reaction to the American way of writing her name, Yoon says, “I did not like 

YOON. Lines. Circles. Each standing alone. ‘My name looks happy in Korean,’ I said.” 

(p.3). She continues to resist the new way in the U.S. by saying, “I did not want to learn 

the new way. I wanted to go back home to Korea. I did not like America. Everything was 

different here” (p.5). At school, she discloses her resistance by writing different English 

words on the paper (e.g. bird, cupcake, and cat) when her classroom teacher asks her to 

write her name. Her counter-reaction continues: “The next day at school the teacher 

handed me another YOON paper to print. But I did not want to print YOON. I wrote 

BIRD instead. I wrote BIRD on every line” (p.13). Yoon’s reluctance and resistance to 

assimilate into U.S. culture and norms are expressed in the first part of the story. Yet, her 

resistance to write her name in English and her rejection of U.S. culture and norms do not 

last to the end of the story. Both the teacher and Yoon’s mother, who understand Yoon’s 

challenges and are patient with her confrontation to the new cultural and linguistic 

environment, constantly encourage her to make a gradual transition from resisting to 

accepting the new world in the U.S. With their support and encouragement, Yoon finds 

herself recognized and feels confident as she makes friends at school. The story shifts 

from Yoon’s battling with the American way to reconcile with the new culture in the U.S. 

At last, Yoon gets excited about telling her mother about her new friend and sings a new 
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song for her father in English. The written text shows how she is praised by her parents 

when she finally uses the English language:  

“I sang a new song for my father. I sang in English. ‘You make us so 
proud, little Yoon,’ my mother said. ‘Maybe America will be a good 
home,” I thought. ‘Maybe different is good, too’” (p.23) 

 
When Yoon gradually understands the new world in the U.S., she writes her name in 

English and shows it to her teacher. Yoon’s teacher, who used to shake her head and frown 

when Yoon refuses to write her name in English at the beginning of the story, eventually 

understands and embraces Yoon’s inner cultural and linguistic struggles: 

“The next day at school, I could hardly wait to print. And this time I 
wrote YOON on every line. When my teacher looked at my paper, she 
gave me a big hug. ‘Aha! You are YOON!’, she said” (p. 25).  

 
This is how she finally accepts to write her name in English way to embrace the new 

culture and system in the U.S. However, it is worthy to note that she maintains a balance 

between her Korean home culture and the new U.S. culture. On the very last page of the 

story, there is an image of Yoon herself holding her Korean name YOON written in 

English. Despite her acceptance of the English way of writing her name, simply put, her 

Korean name still exists as part of Korean identity. The text says, “I write my [Korean] 

name in English now. It still means Shining Wisdom” (p. 29). As mentioned earlier, she 

acknowledges that her Korean name 윤 still remains unchanged with its own meaning 

even though she is writing it in an English version. As far as her linguistic and cultural 

identity is concerned, it follows that Yoon did not choose any single identity with either a 

complete resistance or assimilation, but instead she decided to embrace bicultural 

identities. 
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Going through emotional changes due to linguistic and cultural barriers  

Korean immigrant children who moved to the U.S. with their family are likely to 

encounter linguistic and cultural challenges particularly at school. Sumi’s First Day of 

School Ever (2003) and A Piece of Home (2016) deal with this issue as children adjust to 

their new place in general and to their new school environment in particular. It is in these 

two books that the Korean immigrant child’s psychological and emotional feelings are 

explicitly portrayed. In Sumi’s First Day of School Ever (2003), for instance, the Korean 

child Sumi practices speaking her name before she goes to school for the first time in the 

U.S. Upon arriving at school, she is intimidated by the new school building and children.  

Sumi describes the school in three different ways: school is a lonely place, school 

is a scary place, school is a mean place. As she enters the classroom, she is separated 

from her mother and encounters the new school world by herself. Sumi completely feels 

lonely as she enters the classroom. She looks around and sees a lot of children who are 

speaking a language that she does not understand. Sumi does not know what to do 

because of the language barrier as well as the new environment, making her feel that the 

school is a scary place. She even experiences racial discrimination from classmates. A 

boy sticks out his tongue, makes a noise, and squishes his eyes at Sumi, making her feel 

that school is a mean place. However, despite the linguistic and cultural challenges, the 

story shifts to Sumi’s reconciliation with the boy and gradual adjustment with her 

teacher’s support and encouragement. Towards the end of the story, Sumi’s making a 

new friend during recess time plays a significant role in her adjustment to the new world. 

Sumi meets a friend who sits next to her in the playground. The new friend, Mary, 

approaches Sumi, introduces herself, and then asks for Sumi’s name. Sumi has never 
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spoken before at school, not even with her teacher. However, she tells her name to this 

new friend, Mary. As they become closer, Sumi’s emotions and feelings about the school 

change. The story ends with words describing: “And on Sumi’s very first day of school 

ever, she and her new friend Mary walked back into the not-so-lonely, not-so-scary, not-

so-mean class together” (p. 28).  

Similar to Sumi’s story, A Piece of Home (2016) also shares the story of a Korean 

immigrant child, Hee Jun, who goes through linguistic and cultural struggles in West 

Virginia. The story explicitly portrays psychological and emotional changes through both 

verbal and visual narratives. As he goes to the new school in the U.S., Hee Jun finds 

himself different from other in physical appearance and faces a language barrier. At first, 

Hee Jun recognizes his physical difference in his class and expresses the desire to blend 

with others so that he does not have to be viewed differently. His recognition of being 

different from others and desire to assimilate into mainstream U.S. culture are described 

as follows:  

“In West Virginia, I am not ordinary—I am different. My eyes are not 
big and round like everyone else’s. And my hair does not tumble in thick 
curls or make a golden halo around my head” (p.13). 
 

He continuously confronts the linguistic barrier and resists the new linguistic 

environment at school. His resistance to the new environment and new culture at school 

is clearly demonstrated when he expresses uncomfortable feelings toward the teacher 

who speaks English slowly. Hee Jun understands that the teacher is trying to help him, 

but he thinks that his teacher views him as if he is deficient in adjusting to the English 

language. His resistance is vividly portrayed when he states, “My teacher is nice. She 

tries to help. She speaks s-l-o-w-l-y, as if I am stupid—lips snapping over sounds my 
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mouth will make” (p.17). Due to his language barrier, he further expresses resistance, 

saying “I don’t want to be here. She nods a lot and smiles but she knows that I do not 

understand. And I know she does not understand” (p.18). On page 18, there is an image 

of Hee Jun leaning toward the desk and facing the teacher, saying ‘I don’t want to be 

here’ in Korean.  

Together with Hee Jun’s resistance, his little sister confronts the new world at her 

school. Much stronger resistance toward the cultural and linguistic differences at school 

is reflected in Hee Jun’s sister (e.g. being aggressive to the teacher by biting, kicking, and 

spiting). As time goes by, Hee Jun gradually adjusts to the school environment and gets 

better with language, although he still states that speaking English makes him feel like 

stones heavy in his mouth. While he is in the middle of cultural and linguistic adjustment, 

there is a major turning point that shifts Hee Jun to become assimilated to the mainstream 

culture and language when he meets a new friend, Steve, at the school playground. As 

they get along at school, Steve invites Hee Jun to his house and they become closer. 

From this point to the end, Hee Jun’s emotions and feelings about the new culture and 

new world in the U.S. change.  

This section mainly covered the issues of identity the Korean child protagonists 

face in their new life in the U.S. As a way of exploring and navigating their identity, a 

variety of processes –questioning resisting, going through struggles of adjusting to a new 

culture and language, understanding and accepting the two worlds, etc.—interplay in one 

way or another. Although their initial reactions vary when they encounter a new culture 

and language, it is observed that the children do not fully resist or accept any one of the 

two cultures, but they ultimately make shifts by understanding, accepting, and 
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reconciling with both worlds and identities. Through a critical analysis of all the 

picturebooks discussed in this section, it is found that identities are constructed through a 

dynamic, complex, and fluid way and also that no matter how the stories start, the 

majority of them come to an end with an acceptance of both a Korean identity and a U.S. 

identity, resulting in a bicultural identity. 

 

3) Cultural Positioning  

Interacting with the surrounding environment and socializing with groups of 

people play a significant role in identity formation. This section primarily discusses the 

representations of Korean child’s interactions and socialization at school or with peers in 

relation to the issues of race and cultural positioning.  

 

Child’s cultural positioning with peers: Being only Korean 

Picturebooks about Korean immigrant or Korean American children living in the 

U.S. have stories about interacting and building relationships with their peers inside or 

outside their schools. While interacting with their peers, children explore, observe, 

understand, accept, and challenge the linguistic and cultural landscapes that surround 

them. By doing so, they construct and develop their own identities. As far as constructing 

identity is concerned, it is critical to see how children culturally position themselves 

given their linguistic and cultural surroundings. A child’s cultural positioning is reflected 

through representations of Korean immigrant/Korean American child’s interactions with 

people.  
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After a close reading of these picturebooks, it is noteworthy that the child 

protagonist, whether a Korean immigrant or Korean American, appears as the only 

Korean character in the story, except for his/her family members. Listed below are the 

picturebooks under this category.  

1. Aekyung’s Dream (1988) 
2. Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) 
3. Yoon and the Christmas Mitten (2006) 
4. Behind the Mask (2003) 
5. Halmoni’s Day (2000) 
6. A Piece of Home (2016) 
7. Sumi’s First Day of School Ever (2003) 
8. Yoon and the Jade Bracelet (2008) 
9. The Name Jar (2001) 
10. My Name Is Yoon (2003) 
11. Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) 
12. Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002) 
13. What Will You Be, Sara Mee? (2010) 
14. Juna’s Jar (2015) 
15. The Best Older Sister (1997) 
16. This Next New Year (2000) 

 
What these books have in common is that there are no other Koreans and/or Asians 

around the Korean child protagonist. School peers, teachers, and friends around the child 

protagonist are predominantly characterized as neither Korean nor Asian. In other words, 

except for family members, the Korean child does not have social interactions with 

people of Korean or Asian backgrounds. Furthermore, what stands out the most is that 

the Korean child protagonists who have direct interactions or close relationships with an 

American child. What is at issue, furthermore, is that the American child character 

appears mostly as a Caucasian child. The picturebooks listed in Table 5.1 show the 

relationship between race and cultural positioning of the Korean child when direct and 

close social interactions take place outside of home.  
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Table 5.1 Race and cultural positioning 

Title Korean 
protagonist 

 

American character 
Name Race 

A Piece of Home Heejun Steve 
 

Caucasian 

Sumi’s First Day 
School Ever  

Sumi Mary Caucasian 

Yoon and the Jade 
Bracelet 

Yoon  No name Caucasian 

The Name Jar  Unhei Joey  Caucasian 
Father’s Rubber 
Shoes  

Yungsu Alex Caucasian 

Halmoni’s Day  Jennifer  Martha  Caucasian 
Goodbye, 382 Shin 
Dang Dong  

Jangmi Mary  Caucasian 

Halmoni and the 
Picnic 

Yunmi Anna-Mary  
 
Helen  

Caucasian 
 
Non-Caucasian 

Juna’s Jar  Juna  Hector  Non-Caucasian 
 

 
As seen in Table 5.1, most Korean child protagonists, except for Yunmi in 

Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) and Juna in Juna’s Jar (2015), interact with a new 

Caucasian child, usually a friend. Heejun in A Piece of Home (2016) realizes that he is 

different from others in appearance and faces a language barrier, feeling alone at school. 

However, he happens to meet a Caucasian child with blond hair, Steve, at the playground 

in school. He asks Heejun to play together and later they become closer. When Heejun is 

invited to Steve’s house and finds out that the roses of Sharon are at his garden, he 

notices that they have something special in common. When they get closer, Heejun 

invites Steve over to his place. In this story, Steve, who is regarded as Heejun’s best 

friend, is a White-American (See Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1 Heejun and Steve in A Piece of Home (2016) 

Just like Heejun, a Korea immigrant child in Sumi’s First Day School Ever (2003) 

goes through linguistic and cultural challenges when she goes to school. Sumi feels that 

school is a scary and mean place because she does not know what to do in class and how 

to react to classmates who are making fun of her. But during recess, a girl named Mary 

sits down next to Sumi on the ground and joins her in drawing. It is not until Sumi and 

Mary introduce themselves to each other that Sumi for the first time begins to feel 

relieved. In this scene, Mary is represented as a Caucasian girl with brown hair (See 

Figure 5.2). 
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Figure 5.2 Sumi and Mary in Sumi’s First Day School Ever (2003) 

Also, in Yoon and the Jade Bracelet (2008), there is a girl who approaches Yoon 

to try to take advantage of Yoon. She takes Yoon’s jade bracelet away and wears it on 

her wrist without Yoon’s permission and agreement. This girl of no name in the story is 

not depicted as a good friend of Yoon. As far as the issue of race in character is 

concerned, however, this picturebook is not an exception. Although this girl does not 

serve as a positive character with whom Yoon interacts at school, she is still represented 

as a Caucasian (See Figure 5.3). 
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Figure 5.3 Yoon and the older girl at school in Yoon and the Jade Bracelet (2008) 

It is the same in The Name Jar (2001) and Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995). The 

best friends of Unhei in The Name Jar (2001) and Yungsu in Father’s Rubber Shoes 

(1995) are all Caucasians. Unhei is portrayed as the only Asian or Korean in the book 

even though the children are Americans with different racial backgrounds. Among these, 

Unhei meets Joey, a red curly haired Caucasian boy, who cares about Unhei’s new name. 

He later meets Unhei again at the Korean grocery store and realizes the meaning of 

Unhei’s Korean name (See Figure 5.4). 
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Figure 5.4 Unhei and Alex in The Name Jar (2001) 

They get closer as they understand the cultural differences. In this story, Joey, who 

eventually becomes the closest friend of Unhei, is characterized as a Caucasian child. In 

the same vein, Yungsu in Father’s Rubber Shoes (1995) meets his best school friend 

Alex on the street and shares some Korean food with him. In this case, Alex is also 

represented as a Caucasian boy with blond hair.  

Even in Halmoni’s Day (2000) and in Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), 

there are scenes where the Korean child protagonists have brief social interactions with 

the characters of the same age. It is interesting to note that their American friends are all 

depicted as Caucasian children. In Halmoni’s Day (2000), Jennifer interacts with her 

friend Martha before the school event, Grandparent’s day is starting. There is a scene 

where Jennifer and Martha talk about the preparation for the event on page 11. 

Considering Martha’s racial characteristics, she is also represented as a Caucasian child. 

In Goodbye, 382 Shin Dang Dong (2002), when the Korean child Jangmi arrives in the 



 218 

U.S., she meets a girl next door, Mary. There is a brief interaction between the two 

children at the end of the story. In this scene, Mary is represented as a White-American 

with blond hair and white skin, assumed to be a Caucasian (See Figure 5.5). 

     

Figure 5.5 Jennifer and Martha in Halmoni’s Day (2000) 
Jangmi and Mary in Goodbye 382, Shin Dang Dong (2002) 

 
Some racial diversity is found in representations of Korean protagonist’s friends. 

Apart from the picturebooks briefly discussed so far, Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) and 

Juna’s Jar (2015) are characterized by their non-Caucasians in the story. Yunmi in 

Halmoni and the Picnic (1993) has two best friends, Helen and Anna-Marie, who are 

represented as Caucasian and African American, respectively. In Juna’s Jar (2015), 

Juna’s best friend Hector is represented as Mexican American. However, despite the 

diversity in these two picturebooks, the Korean protagonist has no friends of Korean 

heritage or any other Asian ethnic backgrounds.  
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Based on what has been observed so far, particularly focusing on the Korean 

protagonist’s cultural positioning, I ask myself a few questions: 

Why should the protagonists be the only Korean among their peers in the 
story? 
 
Why are the ethnic groups of Korean or Asian heritage excluded from 
racial representations of characters even on the background?  
 
Why are the other major characters who have close relationship with the 
protagonists mostly Caucasian? 
 

Prior to my attempt to ponder over these questions, it seems to be necessary to revisit the 

history of Asian migration to the U.S. and also the social contexts of Asian origin groups 

in the U.S.  

 

Asian population in the U.S.  

The groups of Asian heritage in the U.S. are diverse and they largely shape the 

overall demographic landscape of Asian populations in the country. According to Pew 

Research Center (2012), Asian American populations grew faster than any other racial 

group in the U.S. and the majority of Asian Americans are either immigrants or 

descendants of immigrants. Historically speaking, migration to the U.S. from Asia 

drastically rose with the passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, which 

abolished an earlier quota system based on national origin and established a new 

immigration policy based on reuniting immigrant families and attracting skilled labor to 

the U.S. (Min, 2011; Zong, & Batalova, 2016). The policies put into effect in 1965 had 

demographic effect on the U.S. population as immigrants who entered the U.S. were 

increasingly from the countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. According to 

O'Connor and Batalvoa (2019), the number of Asian immigrants grew dramatically since 
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the new legislation in 1965. Figure 5.6 shows how the size of the Asian immigrant 

population in the U.S. has continued has increased.  

 
Figure 5.6 Asian Immigrant Population in the United States, (1980-

2014) 
Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau 2006, 2010, and 2014 American 
Community Survey (ACS), and Campbell J. Gibson and Kay Jung, “Historical 
Census Statistics on the Foreign-born Population of the United States: 1850-2000” 

 
It is reported that Asia is becoming the second-largest region of birth of U.S. immigrants 

as immigration from Latin America has declined in recent years. According to Pew 

Research Center (2017), Asians are projected to become the largest immigrant group in 

the U.S., surpassing Hispanics in 2055. Regarding the origin countries of Asian 

immigrants, the top five are China, India, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Korea. As of 

2015, Pew Research Center (2017) estimates that 24 percent of Asian Americans (4.9 

million) are of Chinese origin, which is the largest single origin group. The next two 

largest origin groups are Indian-origin Asians, (4.0 million), and Filipinos (3.9 million). 

The following groups are Vietnam (2.0 million) and Korea (1.8 million).  

Going back to the issues of their racial backgrounds among characters in the 

stories, the child protagonists are the only Korean and no other characters of Korean 

and/or Asian heritage are found. The child protagonist is spotlighted through this racial 

position of being the only Korean in the story. If other characters of Korean and/or Asian 
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backgrounds were in the social surroundings, the Korean child protagonists may have 

encountered less racial distance or racial othering from mainstream groups in the U.S.  

Despite a multi-racial/ethnic U.S. society composed of immigrants of various 

ethnic backgrounds, no narratives or representations of interacting/socializing with other 

Koreans or Asians are found. Yet, the majority of the Korean immigrant children in the 

stories make a direct contact or build a close relationship primarily with a white-

American, or Caucasian character. Some of the narratives within the stories show that the 

Korean child protagonist who interacts or builds a close relationship with the Caucasian 

friend feels relieved and confident that he/she is being included in a new social circle at 

school in the U.S. If the Korean child protagonists had been depicted as having a close 

interaction with children from a much broader range of racial or ethnic backgrounds, they 

would find themselves included as part of the social members in the multiplicity of the 

U.S. culture.  

To sum up, representations of racial positioning are mainly characterized by two 

important points. One is that the child protagonist is the only Korean in the story with no 

other characters of Korean and/or Asian heritage. The other is that not all but most 

characters who have close interactions with the Korean protagonist are White, or 

Caucasians, but not any other characters of racially or ethnically diverse groups. In 

relation to this racial positioning, an additional issue is the power relationships between 

immigrant children of color and White children in the U.S. It is the White child who steps 

in to ‘save’ the Korean child by becoming their friends. To put it another way, 

representations of racial positioning show a White child becoming a savior who solves 

the problem of immigrant children of color by becoming friends.  
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Overall, racial positioning delivers an implicit message that Korean immigrant 

children are still being viewed as ‘others’ or positioned as one of the social groups who 

need to be assimilated into the mainstream U.S. culture and fit into its norm and system 

which hold power in the U.S. society. From a postcolonial lens of othering, the racial 

positioning of Korean children around their peers can be critically interpreted that 

immigrant children of color are still positioned at the margin/peripheries as non-

mainstream groups, or others, while the white dominant groups are deemed to be at the 

core/center in the U.S. society. Thus, issues of racial positioning discussed in this section 

insinuate that culturally and linguistically diverse immigrant groups need to conform to 

the norm in the U.S. and reinforce the social narratives of integration into the white 

dominant society highly valued in the U.S.  

 

Patterns of shift/transformation in representations of Korean culture  
 

Thus far, the analyses and findings respond to the first two research questions of 

this study (How is Korean culture represented in these picturebooks? How do 

representations of Korean culture interplay within words and pictures?). After this 

analysis, I revisited the other two research questions which are relevant to observing the 

relationship between representations and the range of publishing years. The questions 

pertinent to this inquiry are: How do representations of Korean culture shift and/or 

transform in accordance with publishing years of picturebooks? How do social, 

historical, cultural, and political contexts of publishing years interplay with the 

representations of Korean culture in words and pictures? 

For my third criterion for the text selection in this study, I set up the range of 

publishing years from the 1980s to the 2010s in order to examine whether there are any 
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patterns of representations of Korean culture across the time periods and to find out the 

extent to which they shift and/or transform. More importantly, I wanted to look closely 

into what social, historical, cultural, and political contexts interplay with the 

shifting/transforming patterns of narratives and representations.  

Ranging from the 1980s to the 2010s, picturebooks include the earliest one 

published in 1988 and the latest one published in 2017. Table 3.3 in Chapter 3 is repeated 

here as Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 Patterns by year of publication 

1980s 
(1) 

1990s 
(8) 

2000s 
(15) 

2010s 
(5) 

Aekyung’s Dream 
(1988) 

Halmoni and the 
Picnic (1993) 
 
Dumpling Soup 
(1993) 
 
One Afternoon (1994)  
 
Father’s Rubber 
Shoes (1995)  
 
Yumi and Halmoni’s 
Trip (1997) 
 
My Best Older Sister 
(1997) 
 
Dear Juno (1999) 
 
One Sunday Morning 
(1999) 

The Trip Back Home 
(2000) 
 
Halmoni’s Day 
(2000) 
 
This Next New Year 
(2000) 
 
The Name Jar (2001) 
  
The Have a Good 
Day Café (2002) 
 
Good-bye, 382 Shin 
Dang Dong (2002)  
  
Sumi’s First Day of 
School Ever (2003)  
 
My Name is Yoon 
(2003) 
 
Behind the Mask 
(2003)  
 
Cooper’s Lesson 
(2004)  
 

What Will You Be, 
Sara Mee? (2010) 
  
The Twin’s Blanket 
(2011) 
 
Juna’s Jar (2015) 
 
A Piece of Home 
(2016) 
 
No Kimchi For Me! 
(2017) 
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Yoon and the 
Christmas Mitten 
(2006)  
 
The Best Winds 
(2006) 
 
Babies Can’t Eat 
Kimchee! (2007) 
 
Yoon and the Jade 
Bracelet (2008) 
 
Bee-Bim Bop! (2008) 
 

 
As presented in Table 5.2, there is only one picturebook published in the 1980s; eight 

picturebooks in the 1990s; fifteen in the 2000s; and five in the 2010s. Through multiple 

visits to this chart, I noted that there are some common patterns of narratives and 

representations across all picturebooks: 1) Nostalgia/memories of Korea; 2) Sense of 

belonging to home culture and heritage 3) Intergenerational relationship between 

grandmother/grandfather and Korean immigrant or Korean American grandchild; and 

4) Making linguistic and cultural transitions to the U.S. society. Despite their common 

patterns, it is noted that narratives and representations show their varying degrees in each 

of these patterns, depending on the year of publication.  

In Aekyung’s Dream (1988), Aekyung, who moved to the U.S., goes through not 

only linguistic and cultural challenges but also racial discrimination. Through a Korean 

immigrant child’s voice, racial prejudice and struggles are vividly conveyed, and her 

nostalgic emotions as well as maintenance of Korean identity are strongly heard through 

her story. One of the significant observations in this book is that both longing for her 

home country and a strong sense of belonging to Korean cultural and linguistic identity 

are reflected through the words and images.  
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Written and visual narratives of both making transition to the U.S. culture and 

maintaining Korean identity gradually become concentrated in the picturebooks 

published in the 1990s and the 2000s. The key differences in the 90s and the 2000s from 

the 80s is the advent of interrelationships between grandparents and the child. Especially 

within the books published in the 90s, a Korean child maintaining Korean 

culture/heritage and sense of belonging to the home culture are strongly portrayed 

through building relationships with grandmother. Six out of eight picturebooks in the 90s 

are about intergenerational or transnational relations with a grandmother. Within the 

storyline of intergenerational relations presented in the six picturebooks, nostalgic 

memories of the homeland together with sustaining strong Korean identity are expressed 

through representations of food, cultural items or practices, and festivities.  

Stories about Korean children building relationships and making connections 

with grandparents are consistently observed in the picturebooks published in the 2000s. 

What is most salient within the 2000s is the narratives of Korean immigrant or Korean 

American child’s identity construction. Both holding a strong sense of belonging to 

Korean culture and positioning or transitioning oneself to U.S. mainstream culture are 

embedded in children’s identity formation. These narratives are found the most in the 

2000s as compared to previous years. Coexistence or clash of two cultures, transition to 

the U.S. culture and maintenance of the home culture/language/heritage are themes found 

in the picturebooks published in the 2000s. When it comes to the narratives of nostalgic 

memories of Korea and a sense of belonging to Korean identity found in stories of 2000s, 

they remain consistent and are expressed significantly through verbal and visual 

representations of food, items, practices or festivities of Korean culture and heritage.  
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There is a significant change in picturebooks published in the 2010s. Among the 

five picturebooks in this time period, only a few narratives are found in relation to 

longing for Korea, a sense of belonging to the home country Korea, communicating and 

building relationships with grandparents, and transitioning to the U.S. culture. Building 

relationships between grandmothers and grandchildren is found in two picturebooks and 

making cultural/linguistic adjustments is found only in one picturebook.  

 These made me ponder over why there are shifts and changes in narratives and 

representations across the time periods of the picturebooks. This question led me to dig 

into the history of Korean immigration to the U.S. and also investigate social, historical, 

political, and economic contexts in Korea in order to see whether they have any impact 

on changes and shifts in narratives and representations in the books.   

 

Early immigration period:1900-1940s 

The first wave of Korean immigrants in the U.S. can be traced back to the early 

1900s when the Koreans were recruited as laborers to work in the field of Hawaii (Min, 

2011). Over the two years from 1903 to1905, 7,266 Koreans moved to Hawaii to work on 

sugar plantations, becoming the first wave of Korean labor migrants (Patterson, 1988, 

Yoon, 2012). In 1905, when Japan took power after the victory in the Russo-Japanese 

War (1904-1905), Japan made Korea its protectorate and prepared to annex the entire 

country. Between 1905 and 1924, when Korea was under Japanese annexation and 

occupation, additional Koreans, mostly political refugees and students who were 

involved in the anti-Japanese independence movement, came to the U.S. (Min, 2011).  
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Korean immigration from the beginning of the 1950s to the early 1960s 

 Right after independence in 1945 from 35-year Japanese colonial rule, Korea 

was impacted by US-Soviet struggles and their hegemony over Korea. In 1948, Korea 

was divided into two countries—South Korea, supported by the U.S., and North Korea, 

supported by the Soviet Union. The two Koreas encountered the ideological conflict 

known as the Korean War between 1950 and 1953. Since the Korean War, the U.S. has 

been deeply involved in South Korea militarily, politically, and economically. The strong 

linkage between the U.S. and South Korea contributed to a steady increase in the number 

of Korean immigrants beginning in 1950 (Min, 2011). The McCarran Walter Act of 

1952, which abolished the ban on Asian immigration and made Asian immigrants eligible 

for citizenship, accelerated the Korean immigration rate. The overwhelming majority of 

Korean immigrants during this period were either Korean women married to U.S. 

servicemen in South Korea or Korean orphans adopted by American citizens (Min, 

2011). Even after the Korean War, the U.S. was constantly involved in Korea both 

politically and economically, particularly because of the U.S. intent to strengthen and 

stabilize Korean economy and to prevent the spread of communism on the Korean 

peninsula. The U.S. heavily influenced Korea in that it became Korea’s a primary 

supplier of capital, technology, economic infrastructure and foundation for a free market 

economy.  

In the early 1960s, Korea began an export-oriented economic development and 

the living standard of Korea gradually improved. During this time period, Koreans 

pursued higher education and had strong motivations for their social and economic 

upward mobility. However, it was difficult for the majority of the middle class to realize 



 228 

their goals due to the country’s limited resources and opportunities. So after the U.S. 

opened its door to immigrants through the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, the 

Korean immigration population grew to a great extent (O’Connor & Jeanne, 2019). There 

were also numerous Korean international students who entered the U.S. for graduate 

education during this period. Approximately 6,000 Korean male students entered the U.S. 

between 1950 and 1964, and the majority of them eventually found professional 

occupations in the U.S. especially as professors, after completing their education (Kim, 

1971). 

 

Korean immigration from the late 1960s to the 1990s  

Compared to the previous immigration periods, there was a huge influx of a 

much larger number of Korean immigrants from the late 1960s, mainly because of the 

Immigration Act of 1965 which was in full effect in 1968 (Hurh, 1998; Kim & Min, 

1992). As the Immigration Act made it possible for Korean immigrants to come the U.S., 

the Korean immigration to the U.S. entered a phase of acceleration from the late 

1960s/early 1970s. Between 1976 and 1990, Korea was the third largest source country 

of immigrants to the U.S., next to Mexico and the Philippines (Min, 2011). Multiple 

factors pushed the expansion of Korean immigration to the U.S.  

Figure 5.7 shows the rising pattern of Korean immigration, which reaches its 

peak right before 1990. 
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Figure 5.7 Immigration of Koreans by every 5-year period (1950-2002) 
 
Source: U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1950-2002.  
 Annual Reports and Statistical Yearbooks 

 
One of the major push factors, especially in the 1970s, was the low standard 

living and the lack of job opportunity in Korea. There were a substantial number of 

Koreans who were seeking better economic and educational opportunities in the U.S. The 

second factor that accelerated the massive Korean immigration includes political 

insecurity and lack of political freedom associated with military dictatorship and 

authoritarian government in South Korea, especially between 1960 and 1987. Also, many 

high-class Koreans moved to the U.S. because of constant military and political tensions 

between the North and South. More importantly, military, political and economic 

relations with the U.S. significantly influenced the influx of Korean immigrants. South 

Korea maintained “semi-colonial relations with the U.S.” (Min, 2006), having large 

military forces to be stationed in Korea. In the 80s and 90s, the continuous presence of a 

U.S. military base in Korea established closer military and political ties between the two 

countries. Moreover, the increasing rate of marriage between U.S. military servicemen 

communist government in North Korea supported
by the Soviet Union.The two Koreas went through
the first major ideological conflict in the cold war
period, known as the Korean War, between 1950
and 1953, and maintained hostile relations until
the end of the 1990s. The United States has been
deeply involved in South Korea militarily, politi-
cally, and economically since the Korean War. The
United States sent more than half a million sol-
diers to Korea during the Korean War, and it still
maintains significant military forces (37,000
soldiers) there.

The strong military, political, and economic
linkages between the United States and South
Korea contributed to a steady increase in the
annual number of Korean immigrants beginning
in 1950.As shown in Figure 10.1,between 1950 and
1964, approximately 15,000 Koreans immigrated
to the United States. An overwhelming major-
ity of Korean immigrants during this interim
period were either Korean women married to U.S.
servicemen in South Korea or Korean orphans
adopted by American citizens. These two groups
of Korean immigrants continued to increase until
the early 1980s.

The Post-1965 Korean Immigration

As examined in detail in chapter 2, the
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 led to a
dramatic increase in Asian immigration. Korea is
one of the major Asian source countries of immi-
grants.As shown in Figure 10.1,the flow of Korean
immigration steadily rose with the enforcement of
the new immigration law. The annual number of
Korean immigrants reached the 30,000 level in
the latter half of the 1970s and continued to
increase in the 1980s. The Korean immigration
flow reached its peak in the latter half of the 1980s,
at the rate of about 35,000 per year. In the 1980s,
South Korea was the third largest source country
of immigrants to the United States,next to Mexico
and the Philippines. But Korean immigration flow
significantly dropped in the 1990s and then
slightly increased in the first 3 years of the new
century.

The lack of economic opportunity, social and
political insecurity in South Korea, and the diffi-
culty of sending children to higher educational
institutions pushed many Koreans to emigrate to
the United States in the 1970s and 1980s (I.S.Kim,
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and Korean women pulled more Koreans to the U.S. After all, close U.S.-Korean ties, 

presence of the U.S. forces, intermarriages, and Korean intellectuals in the U.S. 

popularized American culture for Koreans. Especially through TV networks, known as 

American Forces Korean Network (AFKN), Koreans were to great extent exposed to 

American culture and this led numerous middle-class Koreans to view the U.S. as a 

culturally and economically affluent nation. All of these inseparable linkages between 

Korea and the U.S., along with pro-American sentiments in Korea, deepened Korea’s 

reliance on the U.S. and served to intensify their beliefs in the American Dream, which 

resulting in the growing number of Korean immigrants in the U.S. throughout the late 

1980s.  

 

Korean immigration from the 1990s to the 2010s 
 

There has been an accumulative rise in Korean immigrants to the U.S. up until the 

late 1980s. However, there was a drastic reduction from the early 1990s and the number 

entered a declining phase. One of the major factors for the decrease was substantial 

improvements in economic and political and security conditions in South Korea (Min, 

2006; 2011). Korea terminated its long-time dictatorship around the end of the 1980s and 

enjoyed its significant economic growth in the early 1990s. Moreover, the dialogues 

between the two Koreas reduced the fear of war. As Min (2006) points out, the highly 

developed Korean economy (See Appendix C for Korean economic development and 

GNP growth), which created more career positions and opportunities in Korea, led 

Korean immigrants return to Korea.  
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The number of Korean immigrants gradually begins to fall in the 1990s and 

dropped the most in the year of 1999. However, despite a few rise and fall pattern in its 

numbers, Korean immigration shows a slightly increasing tendency in the 2000s. In other 

words, although the number of Korean immigrants in the 2000s is considerably smaller 

than the numbers during the years from the 70s to the late 80s, the number in the 2000s 

was much larger compared than those in the 90s. Figure 5.8 captures the changes a 

general change in Korean immigration to the U.S. over the years from the 1960s to the 

2000s. 

Figure 5.8 Annual number of Korean immigrants (1960-2009) 

Source: Immigration and Naturalization Service, Annual Reports, 1965-1987 and Statistical 
Yearbook, 1979-2001; Office of Immigration Statistics, Yearbook of Immigration 
Statistics, 2002-2009. 

 
Min (2006; 2011) argues that there are two major factors for a short-term 

temporary increase at the beginning of the early 2000s in comparison with the 90s. The 

first is a financial crisis in 1998, which gave birth to a high unemployment rate in the 
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country. A number of people in Korea lost their jobs and decided to move to the U.S. in 

1999 to explore the possibility of starting their new business and finding a way to live a 

better life. Another factor that contributed to higher immigration to the U.S. at that time 

is the impact of globalization, which had been a national slogan of the Korean 

government since the mid-1990s (Gills & Gills, 1999). Especially in the early 2000s, 

there was a large number of Koreans visiting the U.S. for purposes, such as studying 

abroad, training for internships, working for temporary jobs, sightseeing and tourism. It is 

important to note that there were a lot of Korean international students in the 2000s. The 

boom of English education along with the globalization policy created a trend in Korea 

where students from elementary to university to leave the country and study in the U.S.  

The immigration trend slows down since 2010. The number of Koreans coming to 

the U.S. for studying has decreased (Min, 2011) and there are fewer incentives to 

emigrate since political and economic situations as well as conditions in Korea have 

improved (O’Connor & Batalova, 2019). Moreover, Korea has become one of the leading 

countries globally in areas of industrial research (IT, communication, transport, civil 

engineering) and this generated growing number of opportunities, which resulted in the 

decreasing trend of immigration since 2010.  

 

Patterns of Korean immigration to the U.S. reflected in narratives and 
representations 
 

We have discussed so far that Korea went through dynamic shifts and changes in 

its history of immigration to the U.S. Starting in the early 1960s, Korean immigration 

began to show a sharp increase in the 1970s and reached its zenith in the late 1980s. By 

contrast, a decline started in the 1990s. It is interesting to see that the rise and fall of 
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Korean immigration to the U.S. may be reflected both in the number of picturebooks 

published in the U.S. and in the narratives and representations of the stories.  

First of all, it needs to be noted that there is only one picturebook, Aekyung’s 

Dream in the 1980s. As a rising stage of immigration, it is understood that Korean 

picturebooks had yet to be fully published in the U.S. Table 5.2 shows a sharp contrast in 

the number of picturebooks between the 1980s and the 1990s. Unlike the 1980s, when 

one and only picturebook is listed in Table 5.2, 8 picturebooks are listed as published in 

the 1990s. What is additionally interesting is that these picturebooks faced a declining 

pattern after its zenith in the 2000s.   

According to Figure 5.7, the accumulative increase in Korean immigrants during 

the 1970s and 1980s has been substantially reflected in the number of picturebooks 

published during the 1990s and 2000s. In almost the same manner, the declining pattern 

of immigration starting in the 1990s is reflected in the number of picturebooks published 

in the 2010s.  

 In addition, there is a shift and change in narratives and representations of the 

stories. Korean picturebooks published in the U.S. are generally full of feelings of 

longing for the homeland, a strong sense of home culture, close family relationships, and 

traditional customs and practices. In addition, Korean picturebooks often show an 

acculturation process in the U.S. In accordance with the declining trend in immigration 

starting in the 1990s, both narratives and representations of Korean immigration began to 

decline in the picturebooks. Aligned with this, there is a gradual decline in the narratives 

of strong feeling of memories of Korea and Korean culture.  
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Socio-economic/political/cultural changes in Korea influencing narratives and 
representations 
 

Korea’s socio-economic/political/cultural shifts and changes are reflected in the 

narratives and representations in picturebooks. Korea was one of the poorest nations in 

the 1960s but experienced a rapid social transformation and high economic growth up 

until the 1980s (Park, 2019). The country decided to open to the world as a way to make 

national achievements. In the mid-1990s, Korea was able to achieve its per capita income 

of $10,000 for the first time (Lee, 2015). Moreover, the country made progress toward its 

globalization policy, resulting in an English-friendly society (Park, 2019). Due to Korea’s 

preemptive policy change from an industrial society to an information and technology 

(IT) society starting in the early 2000s, Korea became one of the leading countries for the 

IT industry in the world (Chung, 2010).  

When taking all these factors into account, Koreans living in the U.S. have easy 

access to information about Korea and interact freely with friends and families living in 

Korea. Particularly with technology advancement, they can easily visit Korea at any time 

and also be simultaneously aware of everything happening in Korea through live 

television broadcasts in real time and social media. The spatial gap and distance between 

Korea and the U.S. have narrowed because this gap is filled with up-to-date technological 

features like Internet live-streaming, live-chat, and facetime using phone, laptops, or 

tablets. Owing to these advancements in technology, Koreans’ feeling of nostalgia and/or 

memories of Korea have gradually lessened. 

It is of significance to find out that this tendency is reflected in picturebooks 

based on the year of publication. The earlier the picturebooks are published, the more 

their memories of Korea are vividly portrayed and the stronger their desire to make 
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cultural and linguistic transitions to U.S. culture and society. Regarding this, it is 

interesting to compare Aekyung’s Dream (1988), the earliest book listed in Table 5.2, 

with A Piece of Home (2016). Both stories portray a Korean immigrant child going 

through the process of adjusting to a new culture in the U.S.  

In Aekyung’s Dream (1988), Aekyung goes through difficulties in making a 

transition and adjusting to the U.S. During this process, her strong sense of cultural 

identity and memories of Korea are overtly specified and highlighted not only through 

the representations of traditional Korean items (e.g. traditional Korean dress Hanbok for 

Aekyung, traditional Korean style housing called Kiwa house, Korean national flower, 

etc.), but also through the portrayals of Aekyung’s dream of King Sejong, who created 

the Korean alphabet Hangul: 

“That night, Aekyung dreamt about King Sejong. She dreamed that she 
was back in his palace in the 15th century, and that he spoke to her: ‘my 
dear child, you must be strong like a tree with deep roots. In this way, the 
cruel winds will not shake you, and your life will blossom like the mukung 
flower.’” (p.17) 

 
This example about the dream Aekyung had in the story describes the Korean historical 

figure King Sejong, the Korean alphabet Hangul, and the mukung flower. King Sejong is 

one of the greatest kings in the history of Korea and is noted for creating the Korean 

alphabet Hangul. The mukung flower serves to symbolize the Korean identity as a 

national flower of Korea. The story particularly connects Aekyung’s dream to the history 

and traditions of Korea as a way to overcome her difficulties in adjusting to the new U.S. 

culture. 

Through Aekyung’s dream, important facts about Korean history and culture are 

included. The author of this book may have been intended to provide cultural facts and 
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information to help readers build cultural awareness about Korea, or to give 

understanding of how important a Korean identity is to a Korean child. However, 

bringing a historical figure from the dynasty era and national items to a child’s dream as 

a way to represent Korean child’s identity seems to be overdone. In other words, placing 

emphasis on the historical and national facts in an unnatural way in the story seems to 

result in focusing too much on cultural difference.  

A Piece of Home, the most recently published picturebooks in 2016, also depicts 

a Korean immigrant child who moves to the U.S., encountering a new place, language, 

culture, and life. In comparison to Aekyung’s Dream (1988), however, the Korean child’s 

process of adjustment to U.S. culture and society is not connected to historical and 

traditional Korean cultural codes. In other words, the story reflects the socio-

economic/political/historical contexts accepted by members of Korean culture and 

society. For instance, in the child’s memory in A Piece of Home (2016), few depictions 

are found of traditional Korean Kiwa house, but the house is rather visually portrayed as 

a Western style of concrete. Also, no texts or images of a grandmother wearing 

traditional Korean dress are found. The Korean child’s grandmother wears sweaters, 

jacket, and skirts. In addition, the mukung flower, which is shown as a Korean national 

flower to represent a strong sense of Korean identity in Aekyung’s Dream (1988), is 

described not only as a national flower of Korea (mukunghwa) but also as a Rose of 

Sharon that is also seen in the U.S. 

In light of these shifts, it can be understood that the socio-

economic/political/cultural changes in Korea have also influenced the changes in 

narratives and representations in recently published picturebooks. Cultural differences 
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tend to be solely highlighted and overemphasized through a historical figure and related 

cultural items in the stories published in the 1980s, whereas both cultural differences and 

similarities across the two cultures are portrayed in the stories published in the recent 

2010s. 

 

Conclusion 

Picturebooks ranging from the 1980s to the 2010s have common patterns in the 

narratives and representations: memories of Korea, a sense of belonging to home culture 

and heritage, intergenerational relationships between grandparents and grandchildren, 

and making linguistic and cultural transitions into the U.S. society. Despite varying 

degrees of narratives expressed in these picturebooks in accord with years of publication, 

it is important to note that social, historical, cultural, economic and political contexts 

including the history of Korean immigration to the U.S. and sociopolitical/economic 

changes in Korea, have a meaningful impact on changes and shifts in the narratives as 

well as cultural representations reflected in the books.  
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CHAPTER 6: FINAL REFLECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

My initial curiosities of how the people and culture of Korea are described in 

children’s literature brought me to explore written and visual representations in Korean 

picturebooks published in the U.S. My research questions for this study were: 

1) How is Korean culture represented in these picturebooks? 

2) How do representations of Korean culture interplay within words and 

pictures?  

3) How do representations of Korean culture shift and/or transform in 

accordance with the publishing years of picturebooks? 

4) How do social, historical, cultural, and political contexts of publishing years 

interplay with the representations of Korean culture in words and pictures? 

 

Based on the ‘critical’ aspects of analysis, the study investigated social, cultural, 

historical, and political contexts that are embedded in written and visual representations 

of Korea, and also on interrogating how power relations interplay in words and 

illustrations. The critical content analysis guided me to locate my research within a 

theoretical frame of postcolonialism through a particular lens of othering. Engagements 

with the theoretical orientations of postcolonialism gave me critical insights into the 

construction of Self and Other, Orientalism, critical approaches to reading the world, 

postcolonialism as a process of resistance, and decolonization. All of these theoretical 

underpinnings are woven together into my critical content analysis used for this study. 

Since my study focuses on cultural representations of Korea and the U.S. in books 

published in the U.S., I paid attention to Said’s (1978) Orientalism, which supported me 

in critically investigating how perspectives about othering and power structures of 

East/West, or Self/Other dichotomies are embedded in books about Koreans living in the 
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U.S. The major findings in this study are: 1) Dichotomized opposition through 

inequitable comparisons between Korea and the U.S., 2) Issues of authenticity in Korean 

culture and the perpetuation of othering, 3) Cultural artifacts/practices as resistance to the 

narratives of dominant culture, 4) Cultural positioning and othering, and 5) Re-presenting 

Korean culture through changes in narratives and representations. 

 

Dichotomized opposition through inequitable comparisons between Korea and the 
U.S.  

The first finding shows that the living environments in Korea and the U.S. 

presented in books are unfairly compared with depictions of ‘traditional,’ ‘outdated,’ 

‘rural,’ or ‘remote’ Korea are opposed to the ‘contemporary’, ‘up-to-date’, ‘urban’, or 

‘metropolitan’ U.S. Especially in the first finding, it is clearly evident that the unfair 

comparisons between representations of Korea and the U.S. aligns with the unbalanced 

representations of two countries (Morocco and Australia) found in the wordless 

picturebook Mirror (2010), which was discussed prior to the onset of this study.  

These inequitable representations point to an underlying Western sense of 

cultural superiority intertwined with power and domination over non-mainstream ethnic 

groups (Said, 1978). In this respect, representations of Korea in the books parallel those 

of the Orient which was constructed by the West as the Other. As Said (1978) notes, the 

Orient is understood to be static in time and place, and thus viewed to be exotic and 

uncivilized in opposition to the West, which is seen as dynamic, innovative, and 

expansionist. This Western consciousness creates a dichotomous distinction between the 

privileged Self and the unprivileged Other (Said, 1978).  
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 Through the lens of Orientalism, Self, which is equivalent to the West or the 

White mainstream groups stands in sharp contrast with Other, which is interpreted as the 

East or non-mainstream groups. This Western construction of othering is implicitly 

embedded in both written and visual representations of the picturebooks examined in this 

study. From a postcolonial perspective, these comparisons may lead readers to adopt an 

underlying Western sense of cultural superiority and further reinforce the narratives of 

otherness which can be implanted to and (re)produced in readers.  

 

Issues of authenticity in Korean culture and the perpetuation of othering 

The second finding is related to the issues of authenticity in the representations 

of Korean culture. Various cultural items and practices reflecting Korean culture, values, 

custom, tradition, and heritage incorporated into the stories. Cultural items, practices, and 

attitudes are portrayed with accurate information and facts in relation to the cultural 

details. Despite the cultural accuracy, however, these cultural details are not culturally 

authentic for contemporary Koreans. In other words, there are cultural items, practices, 

and attitudes are no longer present in Korea and are not fully accepted in Korean people’s 

modern lives and thinking. For instance, cultural elements of traditional Korean dress, 

musical instruments, and royal palace food items are used and represented in the stories 

without considering socio-historical/cultural contexts in Korea. Representing Korean 

culture through its traditional elements may help readers experience cultural diversity to 

distinguish the culture from U.S. culture. From a critical perspective, however, these 

representations lack an understanding of current socio-cultural contexts for members of 

Korean culture. Cultural fluidity is missing in the representations. Without a full 
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understanding of cultural flexibility, cultural items and practices presented in the books 

may merely remain as emblematic elements, giving exotic cultural flavor to an audience 

outside of Korean culture. Through lens of postcolonialism, this can be understood that 

they may eventually lead readers to fall into oversimplifying, fixating, and exoticizing the 

Korean culture, which could possibly bring about the perpetuation and internalization of 

othering. 

 

Cultural artifacts/practices as resistance to the narratives of dominant culture  

 The third finding focuses around the representations of Korean culture as 

reflected through cultural objects/artifacts/practices. They act as mediators, beyond time 

and space, for remembering families, friends, and home, revisiting cultural 

roots/heritages, and understanding home cultures and family traditions that are passed 

down from generation to generation. It is significant to note that these cultural items or 

practices have special meanings that serve as a bridge not only for developing human 

relationships but also for maintaining home identity. These are not merely used in the 

stories to satisfy the need of cultural flavor for the mainstream audience, but they rather 

reclaim the cultural identity of Korean Americans/immigrants through their own voices 

and visions. Liberating these cultural artifacts from being just objects to be seen through 

the Western gaze, they are the postcolonial telling of own stories which is a form of 

postcolonial resistance (Said, 1978). Through a postcolonial lens, these cultural mediators 

are illuminated as a way in which the marginalized recover their voices, undercutting the 

typical trajectory of dominant narratives (Burney, 2012). Functioning as a form of 

resistance, the cultural objects/practices in picturebooks play a significant role in creating 
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counter narratives that re-present Koreans in the U.S. from their own point of view. 

Moreover, as a postcolonial resistance, they not only reflect the reversal or the 

breakdown of Western hegemonic gaze, but also the retrieval, empowerment and 

reaffirmation of the voices of Koreans in the U.S.   

 

Cultural positioning and othering 

 The fourth finding is about cultural positioning of Korean children in the books. 

There are two important findings in cultural positioning during the Korean child’s 

socialization with peers. One is the lack of representations of Korean and/or Asian peers 

in the stories. The other is an overwhelming propensity for portraying White children as a 

Korean protagonist’s friend/peer and savior in the stories.  

Except for a Korean child protagonist, few picturebooks involve any other Korean 

and/or Asian peers. From a postcolonial perspective, having no Korean/Asian peers 

around the Korean child protagonists seems to magnify othering in the stories because 

they stand out as the only non-mainstream group alongside U.S. dominant groups. 

Moreover, the Korean protagonists, in most cases, have interactions with only White 

children. Rarely are there representations of socializing and building relationships with 

peers of other ethnicities. There is a dearth of diverse racial characters involved in the 

Korean child’s socialization in the U.S. in children’s literature. People of diverse ethnic 

heritages are still positioned as non-mainstream groups. This could also reinforce the idea 

that children of color with diverse ethnic backgrounds need to assimilate into the White 

mainstream culture and conform to the dominant norm which is highly valued and 

accepted in the U.S. Through the lens of othering in postcolonialism, the assimilationist 
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ideology and Eurocentric construction of Self/Other are implicitly embedded in these 

written and visual representations of cultural positioning. 

 

Re-presenting Korean culture through changes in narratives and representations 

 The final finding from this study is that the shifts in Korean immigration to the 

U.S. and socio-economic/political/cultural changes in Korea have influenced the 

narratives and representations of picturebooks based on the year of publication. 

Picturebooks published earlier have narratives that highlight memories of and longing for 

homeland. Through the written and visual representations of historical or traditional 

Korean customs/practices and items, Korean cultural codes (or Koreanness) are vividly 

described with a strong emphasis on the differences between Korea and the U.S. On the 

other hand, in recently published picturebooks in the 2010s, narratives and 

representations do not solely focus on cultural differences with an overemphasis on 

Korean cultural codes, but they show similarities as well as differences between cultures. 

This finding demonstrates that solely focusing on differences in cultures without 

understanding cultural similarities may lead readers to view or even judge a new culture 

as ‘strange,’ and ‘exotic,’. Instead of simply highlighting and overemphasizing 

differences in culture, which can lead to misconceptions and stereotypes, focusing on 

cultural similarities in addition to differences provides the opportunity for readers to go 

beyond a tourist perspective of understanding cultures (Short, 2012).  

Looking through postcolonial perspectives, the changes in patterns of narratives 

and representations in picturebooks give a powerful message that there is a hope of 

breaking down the binaries of East/West, or us/them, a hope of resisting the 
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Western/Eurocentric lens of making the other, and a hope of moving from representing to 

re-presenting cultures (Burney, 2012; Said, 1978). 

These findings of the critical content analysis through the lens of othering shed 

light on the significance of understanding words and images in children’s picturebooks 

and thereby offer implications for the responsibilities of readers, bookmakers, educators, 

and researchers.  

 

Implications for Readers  

Readers have a social responsibility to take a closer look at words and visual 

images with a critical lens. This reader’s responsibility first of all grows out of immersing 

themselves in story world of a book as lived-through experiences (Short, 2012). Through 

this immersion, readers are provided with opportunities to construct their own thinking, 

make personal connections with stories, and engage in the process of meaning-making.  

Readers with a stance of social responsibility are also open to books about 

cultures that may be unfamiliar and cause discomfort. Cultural mismatches can occur 

when they read books about unfamiliar culture and ways of living (Short, 2019). A 

cultural mismatch comes from unawareness and lack of understanding of cultural 

contexts. Due to cultural mismatches, readers may be unable to connect with stories of 

others and that can make them feel uncomfortable, pity or even superiority (Short, 2019). 

Although it is not unimportant for readers to read for pleasure and connections, it is also 

crucial to understand that reading is not always for enjoyment or personal connections, 

but can be intellectually discomforting and challenging (Choo, 2017; Short, 2019). With 

this recognition, readers become more conscious of differences, not in a negative way, 
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but in a positive way in which they can learn from perspectives that differ from what 

their own.  

Socially responsible readers further expand to bringing a critical lens to the act of 

reading and understanding stories. By taking a critical stance, readers should go beyond 

reading only for pleasure and understand reading the world and the word (Freire, 1970). 

The notion of reading the world and the word (Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 1987) 

makes it possible for readers to uncover the hidden ideologies embedded within the texts, 

allowing them to focus on questioning “who gets to speak or be seen, whose story is told, 

and in what ways” (p. 6). This unpacking and questioning through a critical lens includes 

taking a position to challenge the danger of falling into a one-sided perspective of a 

particular culture; question the issues of stereotyping and overgeneralizing a certain 

group of ethnicity; dismantle the dichotomy of Self/Other; and disrupt the internalization 

of unequal power structures within society (Beck, 2009; Desai, 2000; Johnson, Mathis, & 

Short, 2016; Raina, 2009; Raina, 2014;Yenika-Agbaw, 2003).  

In addition to the act of reading with a critical stance, readers are also responsible 

for reading words and visuals that differ from one story to another. In so doing, it is 

suggested that readers never read a book alone, but instead, always read a book alongside 

other books. Additional suggestion for readers is to use other related resources for their 

own individual explorations of the event, people, place, culture, or contexts in books. As 

Adichie (2009) noted about the danger of the single story, when readers see an event or a 

person as a single thing, we may see that person or event in a limited way as a 

commonplace narrative. Thus, readers need to take a responsibility for having a range of 

books to explore diverse stories with different voices. When they are surrounded by 
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various books with multiple voices, readers can not only learn that cultures are not static 

but are fluid, shifting, and evolving, but also enhance their understanding of multiple 

views and voices from diverse groups. But at the same time, readers should be careful not 

to position their culture as the norm. When they read stories of others, readers are not to 

place their own culture at the center and view others in a strange and exoticizing way by 

positioning others on the periphery. 

 

Implications for Bookmakers  

 It is true that many authors and illustrators have been critiqued and much 

attention has been on authors/illustrators’ responsibility when it comes to issues of 

accuracy and authenticity in children’s literature. Yet, the focus is moving from 

authors/illustrators’ role to bookmakers’ social responsibility. Authors and illustrators do 

not act alone when creating a book, instead they work as a team. Bookmakers include the 

author, illustrator, agent, editor, and the whole publishing team who work together, 

influencing each other while creating a book. As a team, bookmakers take a crucial 

responsibility at different levels.  

 First, much larger groups of culturally diverse characters are needed in children’s 

books, due to the continuing lack cultural diversity. Although the data from The 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) shows a gradual increase, there is still 

underrepresentation of children of color in children’s literature. The publishing industry 

has long been focusing on selling books to the largest audience, so the White characters 

came to dominate the market for increasing profits (Bishop, 2007; Short, 2018). 

Regarding this issue of the continued lack of racial diversity in children’s literature, the 
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bookmakers’ role includes the responsibility of having awareness that stories should be 

written not only for the mainstream U.S. audience who are mostly from White dominant 

culture, but also for audiences from diverse groups. To put it another way, bookmakers 

have to take a critical responsibility for considering a range of audiences, which includes 

readers from both outside of a particular culture and inside of that culture, so that all 

stories are reflected and all voices are heard in children’s books.  

 In addition, what is important for bookmakers as a team is their understanding of 

accuracy, authenticity and representation in children’s literature. In order to consider 

these, it requires bookmakers’ collaborative work of having experiences or doing in-

depth research in a particular culture. As Cai (2003) noted,  

If they indulge in imagination without doing serious, in-depth research, 
there is a danger of imposing their perspective on the experiences of the 
people they portray and so perpetuating stereotypes and misrepresenting 
cultures other than their own (p.179). 

 
This leads to a discussion of the types of experiences needed for creating a book. It is 

quite difficult and requires diligence. Thoughtful and careful research is needed for 

bookmakers in order to balance literary creativity such as characters, plot, and themes 

about specific cultural groups with the details of everyday life, language, core beliefs and 

values, and types of representations currently available in a culture (Short, 2018). When 

it comes to accuracy, bookmakers are responsible for considering accurate details of a 

culture. When inaccuracies are found within a book, readers who are from or have lived 

within that particular culture may feel lack of respect or cultural neglect by those who 

created the book. Going beyond cultural accuracy, authenticity also matters. Authenticity, 

as noted by Short (2018), reflects the core values at the heart of a culture. It focuses on 

believability or acceptance of social values and beliefs by the members who live within 
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the culture. For accuracy and authenticity, team members in bookmakers need to engage 

in in-depth experiences over many years within the culture they portray and explore with 

careful and thorough research on the cultural groups (Fox & Short, 2003). Cai (2003) 

particularly discusses the tensions for authors who are not from the culture they are 

portraying in their work: 

Before authors try to write about another culture, they should ask 
themselves whether they have acquired the specific perspective of that 
culture, in other words, whether they have developed a culturally specific 
sense of its reality. To bridge cultural gaps for their readers, authors 
should first cross these gaps themselves. If an author makes persistent 
efforts to understand a culture, he or she may finally be able to look at 
the world from the perspective of that culture and write about that culture 
as authentically as authors from that culture. (p.181) 
 

Again, accuracy is not enough but authenticity is to be carefully considered not only by 

the authors/illustrators but also by the entire team of bookmakers. In addition, while 

working on accurate details and cultural authenticity, it is essential for them to explicitly 

indicate the complexities of creating a literary work about cultures and include author’s 

notes or some other additional indicators of how they have worked to gain experiences 

and how the book was created (Bishop, 2003). Even though there may be 

authors/illustrators or others in the bookmaker team who are from or have spent a 

substantial amount of time within a culture, they have a responsibility to recognize that 

they may have different experiences and views on their own culture (Smolkin & Joseph, 

2003). Even if they are from or lived within a particular culture, there may be a 

possibility that they remain at a superficial level of creating their work by merely adding 

cultural features to attract and satisfy the needs of the mainstream audience. In order to 

avoid this danger, it is critical for them to engage in extensive research and take a 

consideration of the possible impacts of certain words or images when they represent the 
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culture in their literary work. Moreover, it is imperative to note that “no culture is 

monolithic” (Smolkin & Joseph, 2003, p.222). Due to the various aspects of a culture 

reflecting values, beliefs, attitudes, and actual practices of past and present, there is no 

single story even within a culture and there is no way any single book can become 

representative of a cultural group. Unless the bookmakers are equipped with this mindset, 

they may fall into the danger of creating different types of stereotypes and images, based 

on their own views and intentions (Fox & Short, 2003). 

Despite the significance of accuracy and authenticity, a book can be still 

problematic when there is an issue of representation. A book may be accurate and 

authentic, but the issue is how the book is representing a specific culture and how the 

cultural representation relates to other published books. As noted by Short (2019), this 

issue can occur “when few books exist about a specific culture, resulting in one or two 

books being viewed as representative of an entire culture” (p. 4). What is also at issue to 

critically take into account is the types of representations available in a collection of 

books. Close observations and analyses are needed for bookmakers due to the possibility 

of overrepresentation. This issue may arise when books that describe the same culture 

within a range of stories have repetitive or overrepresented images. That can eventually 

lead to misconceptions and stereotypes. An additional issue in representation is racial 

discourse and power embedded in the stories. As Short (2018) points out, books on 

immigrant children of color in the U.S. “disproportionately showed a white child 

stepping in to save a child of color by teaching him or her to speak English” (p. 4). This 

implies that racial discourse and power relationships even in the representations of 

characters are still embedded in books published in the U.S. In this regard, the 
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bookmakers’ role is to pay special attention to and raise questions on who holds the 

power and what ideological positions readers can identify.  

The social responsibility of bookmakers further extends to the awareness of their 

intention for creating literary work. It is critical to ask themselves why they want to write, 

illustrate, and publish a particular book. For instance, authors need to clarify the kind of 

stories they are seeking to write and illustrators should have an understanding of whether 

their art form is serving its purpose and the content of the written story. While some 

bookmakers outside of their own cultures may purposefully have an intention for readers 

to explore cultural differences or to build intercultural relationship, others from the inside 

culture may consider not only the outside audience but also the inside audience to 

encourage them to understand their home culture and heritage (Fox & Short, 2003). 

Although there may be various reasons for creating a literary work, different intentions 

may impact stories and so can bring about varying voices and reactions regarding 

authenticity and representation. Additional consideration is needed for bookmakers as a 

team is to be cautious of their literary engagement by keeping themselves from cultural 

thievery or having cultural property and possessions taken from the culture for their 

monetary benefit. Without critical awareness of the intention and thoughtful engagement, 

their work can be viewed as cultural exploitation. Cultures presented in books may 

remain as displays of superficial and exotic aspects of culture with the intention of 

attracting an outside audience for monetary gain. In this vein, the social responsibility of 

bookmakers involves checks and balances within their team members in understanding 

the intention of creating a specific literary work and in engaging with active research on 

the culture they are trying to portray.  
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Implications for Educators  

Educators are committed to incorporating literature in their classrooms with 

various types of multicultural books. Although they are aware of the use of multicultural 

literature in their classrooms, they are sometimes challenged by how to prepare 

themselves for the contexts of the literature they are using and also how to guide students 

to critical literacy. For educators, first and foremost, there are two conceptual ideas that 

serve as a tool for students’ critical reading: 1) Bishop’s mirrors and windows, and 2) 

Adichie’s danger of a single story. 

Bishop (1990) argues that all readers need to experience both books that are 

mirrors for their own lives and books that are windows to the lives of others. Educators 

are responsible for guiding students to understand that books can not only act as a mirror 

to see reflections of themselves and feel validated, but also as a window to meet people 

who have different living experiences and understand their views of the world and 

reality.  

One of the ways to help students understand the notion of mirrors and windows 

is to encourage them to do self-analysis of the literature they read (Short & Harste, 1996; 

Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 2014). During the reading and self-reflecting, teachers may 

ask students to consider how culture works to make them who they are. This encourages 

students to understand how unique they are in the ways in which diverse aspects of 

culture intersect to construct their identities. And then, students can be guided to find 

other books that are mirrors and windows to them. By finding books acting as a mirror 

for them, they identify what parts of themselves are reflected and discover what parts of 

their identities are not represented in the books they read. As they look for books acting 
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as a window, they see a variety of worlds different from their own and move beyond 

ethnocentrism. In this respect, it is pivotal for educators to offer spaces to students to 

experience and discuss mirrors and windows through literature so that the students gain 

insights into how (mis)representations in literature, or lack of representations in stories 

can shape children’s beliefs about who is included/ excluded, whose voices are 

heard/unheard, or whose experiences are deemed more important than others (Tschida, 

Ryan, & Ticknor, 2014). 

Another critical conceptual tool that educators need to be equipped with is 

Adichie’s warning of the danger of a single story. Adichie (2009) gives a powerful 

message that single stories make readers see people or events as one thing, which later 

become commonsense narratives. She states that “the single story creates stereotypes, and 

the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. 

They make one story become the only story” (Adichie, 2009, para, 24). Thus, teachers are 

required to recognize the danger of a single story and think through how a range of 

additional books can challenge and disrupt those single stories. Adichie’s idea should be 

highlighted in the literature-based curriculum so that students understand that one story 

can never be the only story about historical events, people or cultural narratives. By using 

this lens, students may challenge single stories and stereotypical portrayals in literature, 

and they eventually become liberated from limited or narrow perspectives when viewing 

the world. 

Along with these conceptual tools, educator’s responsibility includes the 

preparation to guide students to make text selections that provide more stories with 

diverse voices and representations. In order to scaffold this, educators should do careful 
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research and in-depth exploration of the multicultural books they are using as well as 

cultural contexts they are teaching. To be more specific, this means that educators search 

for background information about authors/illustrators, locate other related books, and 

seek out other digital resources. With the use of these multimodal ways of research, they 

can extend their understanding of the contexts, which leads students to become equipped 

with a variety of stories reflecting representations and voices from diverse groups.  

Moreover, when it comes to multicultural and global books in a literature-based 

curriculum, educators are likely to be much concerned with differences across cultures. 

Learning cultural differences is important and informative since every culture has its own 

unique characteristics that need to be appreciated and respected. Nevertheless, cultural 

differences should not be used as a tool to label other people and cultures as ‘foreign’ 

(Sung, 2009). As far as differences in culture are concerned, multicultural literature is 

often misused in an oversimplified way in educational settings. Educators tend to teach 

diversity through an information-driven approach, which primarily focuses on informing 

students of cultures through the features of the so-called four f’s: food, festival, fashion, 

and folklore (Fang, Fu, & Lamme, 2003; Short, 2009). Special emphasis is likely to be 

placed on celebrating particular cultural holidays and festivities (e.g. New Year’s Day), 

remembering special historical events, and examining artifacts from different countries. 

As pointed out by Fang, Fu, and Lamme (2003), cultural differences, particularly in 

educational settings, tend to be overwhelmingly highlighted in a tokenistic manner, but 

rarely are they dealt with in relation to issues of power, oppression, dehumanization and 

social justice. When discussion of cultural differences in multiculturalism remains only at 
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a superficial or one-dimensional level, there may be no way to tackle critical issues about 

subjectification of others, racial divisions, and cultural conflicts in society. 

As far as culture is concerned, educators need to be dedicated to the proposition 

that no culture is inferior/subordinate or superior/dominant to other cultures (Benedict, 

1934). Accordingly, educators are required to have an insight to go beyond any 

superficial differences or contrasts in culture and to liberate themselves from a tourist 

view of teaching cultural diversity (Fang, Fu, and Lamme, 2003; Short, 2009). When 

educators themselves first become critical readers, therefore, they can lead students to 

engage in dynamic discussions of critical issues in multicultural literature. As Fang, Fu, 

and Lamme (2003) remark, it is difficult for all educators to know everything about every 

culture. But it is imperative that they should “cultivate the habit of approaching literature 

from a questioning and wondering stance” (p.299), and further help students develop this 

stance and learn to analyze cultural and social issues implicit in the books they read.  

Furthermore, responsibilities of educators center on inviting students to an 

inquiry or research-based learning space so that as they read varying kinds of books, they 

do their own research on the issues or contexts raised from books and critically think, 

raise questions, and construct new knowledge as well as perspectives. More importantly, 

through this approach, students are guided to question words and images when reading 

children’s literature to uncover different layers of meanings in an empowering manner 

and to recognize and unpack issues of stereotypes, binary opposition of Self/Other, 

exoticism, racial othering, unequal power structure, and social injustices that are hidden 

in texts. The following questions can be a guiding tool for students to take a critical 

stance. 
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1) What is the time period of the story? When was the book published?  
(e.g. how are the story and publishing year of the book related? is there 
any theme of history or tradition? does the story reflect both traditional 
and contemporary life?) 
 

2) What are children’s experiences in the story?  
(e.g. what are Korean American child’s experiences in the story? what 
are Korean immigrant child’s experiences in the story?) 

 
3) How does the book verbally or visually describe the country, people 

and culture?  
(e.g. how is the country, people and culture of the US described? how is 
the country, people, and culture of Korea described?)  

 
4) How are the lives of children portrayed?  

(e.g. how are the lives of Korean American children portrayed? how are 
the lives of Korean immigrant children portrayed? what is the cultural 
and linguistic environment at school? what is the cultural and linguistic 
environment at home? what experiences or challenges do Korean 
American/Korean immigrant children have?) 

 
5) How are children’s experiences in the story similar to or different from 

the reader’s experiences? (e.g. what are similarities with your 
experiences? what are differences from your experiences? how is 
Korean culture similar to the US culture? how is Korean culture 
portrayed as different from the US culture? what do you know about 
Korea or Korean culture?) 

 
6) How do children in the story interact with peers? Who are they? Are 

they from different or similar cultures?  
(e.g. how is Korean American/Korean immigrant child’s socialization 
with peers? who do they interact with? are they from different cultures? 
do they share similar cultures?) 

 
7) What kinds of cultural, linguistic, and social practices are found in the 

story? Are they highlighted? If so, how?  
(e.g. what cultural or social practices are portrayed as Korean 
American/Korean immigrant? do Korean American/Korean immigrant 
children maintain their home language and culture? do they speak 
Korean at home with their family members? do they celebrate Korean 
holidays or special events?) 

 
8) How does a culture influence children’s identity?  

(e.g. how does Korean culture influence Korean American/Korean 
immigrant children? what are the children’s names? are they Korean or 
American names? how do they react to the culture that is new or different 
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from their own? do they accept or deny one culture over the other 
culture? do they accept both cultures?) 
 

These guiding questions can serve as a tool for students to enhance critical awareness and 

promote critical literacy. Through critical literacy, students enter into a space to challenge 

single stories, to subvert dominant messages, and to interrogate systemic social relations 

and power prevalent in their schools, institutions and society. This literary act of 

unveiling of, and resistance to, social, cultural, political and racial domination (Freire, 

1970; Gee, 2014) will support students to become empowered and become critical 

readers/thinkers who can participate in the process of transforming and reinventing 

society. 

 

Implications for Researchers 

 Researchers always begin with tensions in exploring words and images, which 

need to be uncovered and challenged (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019). In order to 

address these tensions, critical content analysis offers the potential for researchers not 

only to examine words and visual images integral to meaning-making in books for 

readers, but also to take a political stance particularly in “searching for and using research 

tools to examine inequalities or resistance to inequities from multiple perspectives” 

(Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019, p. 5). When researchers are conducting a critical 

content analysis, they bring a critical lens to focus on locating power in social practices 

through their investigating, uncovering, resisting, and transforming conditions of inequity 

embedded in society (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019). As researchers are taking a 

political stance in relation to issues of inequity and power, some of them may view that 

critical content analysis is “subjective and unduly influences the research” (p.5). 



 257 

However, all research is political (Freire, 1970) and is “always conducted within the 

subjective stance of a researcher” (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019, p. 5).  

One of the pivotal steps for researchers in critical content analysis is to engage 

deeply in critical theories. Theories in general may be cited and used by researchers, but 

they are not always woven throughout their research. And so, it is a fact that researchers 

are “often taught to analyze qualitative data through mechanistic coding that reduces data 

to categories and does little to capture or critique the complexities of social life” (Jackson 

& Mazzei, 2012, as cited in Johnson, Mathis & Short, 2019, p.12). What is needed in 

critical content analysis, however, is prioritizing critical theories by implementing the act 

of “plugging in” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). This is a process of immersing oneself into 

critical theories, thinking deeply with them in analyzing data (words and images), and 

interweaving data with theory. Through ‘plugging in’, or “a transactional process” 

(Johnson, Mathis & Short, 2019) between the data and the theory, every aspect of the 

research process is based on thinking with and through critical theories and the critical 

stance is woven throughout the research.   

While immersed into critical theories and interacting with words and images, 

researchers should always be mindful of who is presented in the stories, by whom, and 

for what purposes. In relation to this, further questions that may be raised with a critical 

stance by researchers involve issues of “whose story is told? who sees? from whose point 

of view? who has power? who has agency? how is the story resolved? what are the 

assumptions in the story closure?” (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019, p.16). Along with 

these critical questions, it is integral for researchers to search for social, cultural, 

historical, political, or cultural contexts that are embedded in texts. According to 
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Johnson, Mathis and Short (2019), it is significant that understanding broader 

sociohistorical/cultural/political contexts helps researchers identify social discourses and 

uncover hidden ideologies embedded in words and illustrations. By doing so, researchers 

are able to explore underlying messages in texts in children’s literature with regard to the 

issues of power.  

 

Conclusion 

The thread that runs across social responsibilities of readers, bookmakers, 

educators and researchers is undergirded by Freire’s (1970) Critique, Hope, and Action. 

Critique involves questioning what is and who benefits; Hope refers to asking what if and 

considering new possibilities; and Action means taking action for social justice (Freire, 

1970; Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019). The thread starts with Critique—raising 

questions of how a culture is presented, whose voices are heard/unheard, who gets to 

speak or be seen, whose story is told, for what purposes, and whose values and ideologies 

are privileged (Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 2019). Critiquing is about becoming attentive 

to critically investigating stereotypes, (mis)representations, and fixed portrayals in 

children’s literature. This further extends to deconstructing the words and images that 

reflect existing norms and underlying dominant ideologies that permeate society. 

Critiquing and deconstructing texts moves to Hope of seeking out possible ways in which 

texts position to break down existing stereotypes and resist master narratives. Critique 

and Hope leads to Action. Based on critiquing and seeking ways for resistance, Action 

encompasses the act of deploying the notion of resistance by re-writing/presenting of 
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narratives, by envisioning the reversal of hegemonic discourse, and by creating new 

possibilities to challenge issues of power and oppression for a socially just world.  
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A: Annotated bibliography of year of publication, title, 
author/illustrator, and summary 

 
Year 
1980s 

Title Author Illustrator Story 

1988  Aekyung’s 
Dream 

Paek, 
Min  

Paek, Min With the influx of Koreans into the 
United States, the author tells the 
story of a young girl who struggles 
with adjusting to a new, sometimes 
hostile and frequently bewildering 
culture. The story tells of 
Aekyung's struggle to fit in yet still 
keep her identity. Eventually, she 
realizes that the only way for her to 
fit in is to embrace her home 
culture whilst adjusting to a new 
one. 
 

Year 
(1990s) 

Title Author Illustrator Story 

1993 Halmoni 
and the 
Picnic 

Choi, 
Sook 
Nyul 

Karen M. 
Dugan 

When Yunmi's class plans a picnic 
in Central Park, her Korean 
grandmother agrees to chaperone. 
But Yunmi worries that the other 
children will make fun of 
Halmoni's traditional Korean dress 
and unfamiliar food. 

1993 Dumpling 
Soup 

Jama 
Kim 
Rattiga
n  

Lillian 
HsuFlanders 

Marisa gets to help make 
dumplings this year to celebrate the 
New Year. But she worries if 
anyone will eat her funny-looking 
dumplings. Set in the Hawaiian 
islands, this story celebrates the 
joyful mix of food, customs, and 
languages from many cultures. 

1994 One 
Afternoon 

Heo, 
Yumi  

Heo, Yumi While Mino and his mother do 
errands in their neighborhood, 
Minho explores various places such 
as hair salon, icecream store, pet 
store, shoe repair store, and 
supermarket. During their visits to 
various places, Mino experiences a 
wide variety of sounds from all of 
these places and surroundings.  
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1995 Father’s 
Rubber 
Shoes  

Heo, 
Yumi 

Heo, Yumi Yungsu has difficulty adjusting to 
life in the United States after his 
family moves from Korea. Since 
they were all happy in Korea, he 
can't understand why they left. 
When his father tells him a story 
from his own childhood, it helps 
him to understand a parent's desire 
to provide a better life for the next 
generation. 

1997 Yumi and 
Halmoni’s 
Trip 

Choi, 
Sook 
Nyul  

Karen M. 
Dugan 

When she travels to Korea with her 
grandmother, Halmoni, Yunmi 
looks forward to visiting relatives 
she has never met, but she also 
worries about whether Halmoni 
will want to return to New York. 

1997 My Best 
Older 
Sister  

Choi, 
Yangso
ok 

Cornelius Van 
Wright, Ying-
Hwa Hu 

Suni’s grandmother only pays 
attention to taking care of her 
brother. Suni is jealous because 
Halmoni focuses solely on baby 
brother. But, her grandmother 
understands just how Sunhi feels 
and soon they have worked out a 
way to make her baby brother’s 
first birthday party. 

1999 Dear Juno Pak, 
Soyung  

Hartung, Susan 
Kathleen 

Although Juno, a Korean American 
boy, cannot read the letter he 
receives from his grandmother in 
Seoul, he understands what it 
means from the photograph and 
dried flower that are enclosed and 
decides to send a similar letter back 
to her. 

1999 One 
Sunday 
Morning 

Heo, 
Yumi 

Heo, Yumi Minho and his father spend a day at 
the park, experiencing all the 
surroundings and diverse sounds 
around them. 

 
Year 
2000s 

Title Author Illustrator Story  

2000 Halmoni’s 
Day  

Bercaw, 
Edna Coe 

Hunt Robert Jennifer, a Korean American, is 
worried that her grandmother, 
visiting from Korea, will 
embarrass her on her school's 
Grandparents' Day, when all 
grandparents will receive awards 
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in her class. Jennifer is worried 
that the Korean-speaking Halmoni 
will not fit in with the other 
modern grandparents of her 
classmates. She is also worried 
about not being able to 
communicate with her 
grandmother. But the event brings 
her understanding and acceptance. 

2000 The Trip 
Back 
Home 

Wong, 
Janet 

Jia, Bo Korean American girl living in the 
U.S. visits Korea with her mom to 
see her grandmother and other 
relatives in Korea. She meets the 
extended family and experience 
Korean culture.  

2000 This Next 
New Year 

Wong, 
Janet S.  

Choi, 
Yangsook  

This book is about biracial boy 
(Half-Chinese and Half-Korean) 
celebrating the New Year in two 
different ways. With his friends 
who also celebrate this holiday, he 
is excited to get prepared for next 
year and have good luck.    

2001 The Name 
Jar  

Choi, 
Yangsook 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

After Unhei moves to the United 
States from Korea, she begins to 
feel that the pronunciation of her 
name is too difficult for the 
children at her new school. Unhei 
decides that she will choose an 
American name. 

2002 The Have 
a Good 
Day Café  

Park, 
Frances 

Potter, 
Katherine 
Park, Ginger 

Mike's grandmother, who has 
moved from Korea to live with 
Mike and his family in the United 
States, inspires him to suggest an 
idea to help their floundering food 
cart business. 

2002 Good-
Bye, 382 
Shin Dang 
Dong 

Park, 
Frances  

Park, Frances  A beautiful picture book with a 
reassuring message and 
multicultural appeal. Jangmi, a 
young Korean girl, can't bear the 
thought of leaving her home at 
382 Shin Dang Dong and moving 
to America. This sensitive story 
follows Jangmi as she gradually 
adjusts to her new neighborhood 
in Massachusetts, meets a young 
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friend and begins to feel 
comfortable once again. 

2003 Sumi’s 
First day 
of School 
Ever  

Pak, 
Soyung  

Kim, Joung 
Un 

Sumi, a Korean American child, is 
lonely and afraid when she starts 
school, but with the help of a kind 
teacher and a friendly classmate, 
she comes to realize that school 
may be "not-so-lonely, not-so-
scary, not-so-mean." 

2003 My Name 
Is Yoon 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Disliking her name as written in 
English, Korean-born Yoon, or 
"shining wisdom," refers to 
herself as "cat," "bird," and 
"cupcake," as a way to feel more 
comfortable in her new school and 
new country 

2003 Behind the 
Mask 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

Choi, 
Yangsook 

As Halloween approaches, Kimin 
s mother suggests that he might 
find something for a costume 
among his grandfather s boxes. 
Kimin has mixed feelings about 
his grandfather, recalling that 
once on a visit to him in Korea he 
had been terrified by him. As 
Kimin goes through a box of 
photos, he sees some of masked 
dancers performing. In another 
box, he finds costumes and masks, 
including the one his grandfather 
must have been wearing when he 
frightened Kimin. Dressing as a 
mask dancer for Halloween gives 
Kimin a chance to reconnect with 
both his grandfather and his 
Korean heritage.  

2004 Cooper’s 
Lesson  

Shin, Sun 
Yung  

Cogan, Kim Cooper's Lesson is about a young 
boy who is embarrassed by his 
half-Korean, half-Caucasian 
identity. His mother insists he 
speak Korean even though he 
feels like everyone is making fun 
of him. He dreads encounters with 
Mr. Lee, a grocery store owner. 
One day, in his haste to leave, 
Cooper forgets to pay for a brush. 
Accused of shoplifting, he has to 
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spend days in Mr. Lee's shop. 
Cooper learns through spending 
time with Mr. Lee to appreciate 
his multi-cultural identity. 

2006 The Best 
Winds  

Williams, 
Larua E 

Kim, Neilan, 
Eujin  

Grandfather follows the old 
Korean ways, wearing hanboks 
(traditional robes) and removing 
his shoes in the house. When he 
tries to involve his grandson, 
Jinho, in the craft of kite making, 
the boy respectfully obliges, 
although he tunes out the old 
man's long-winded stories. Still, 
as the day of the "best winds" 
approaches, Jinho is caught up in 
the excitement of the craft and the 
shared experience.  

2006 Yoon and 
the 
Christmas 
Mitten 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Yoon, a Korean American, is 
excited to hear about Santa Claus 
and Christmas at her school, but 
her family tells her that such 
things are not part of their Korean 
tradition. 

2007 Babies 
can’t eat 
kimchee 

Patz, 
Nancy 

Roth, Susan 
L. 

A baby sister must wait to grow 
up before doing big sister things, 
such as ballet dancing and eating 
spicy Korean food. 

2008 Yoon and 
the Jade 
Bracelet 

Recorvits, 
Helen 

Swiatowska, 
Gabi 

Although she really would have 
liked a jump rope for her birthday, 
Yoon is happy to receive a 
Korean picture book and a jade 
bracelet passed down from her 
grandmother, and when she wears 
the bracelet to school it seems as 
if her wish for a jump rope and a 
friend is about to come true. 

2008 Bee-Bim 
Bop 

Park, 
Linda Sue  

Lee, Ho Baek  Bee-bim bop (the name translates 
as “mix-mix rice”) is a traditional 
Korean dish of rice topped, and 
then mixed, with meat and 
vegetables. In bouncy rhyming 
text, a hungry child tells about 
helping her mother make bee-bim 
bop: shopping, preparing 
ingredients, setting the table, and 
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finally sitting down with her 
family to enjoy a favorite meal. 

 
Year 
2010s 

Title Author  Illustrator  Story  

2010 What 
will you 
be, Sara 
Mee? 

Avraham, 
Kate Aver 
  

O’brien, 
Anne Sibley  

At her Tol, the first birthday party, 
Sara Mee plays the traditional 
Korean prophecy game--Toljabee--
while her extended family and 
friends watch. 

2011 The 
Twin’s 
blanket  

Yum, 
Hyewon 

Yum, 
Hyewon 

Two twin girls, who have always 
shared everything, sleep in separate 
beds with their own blankets for the 
first time. 

2015 Juna’s 
Jar 

Baek, Jane 
 

Hoshino, 
Felicia 

After her best friend, Hector, 
moves away, Juna's brother Minho 
tries to make her feel better by 
finding things to put in her special 
kimchi jar, and each night, 
whatever is in the jar takes her on a 
magical journey in search of 
Hector. 

2016 A Piece 
of Home  

Watts, Jeri Yum, 
Hyewon 

When Hee Jun’s family moves 
from Korea to West Virginia, he 
struggles to adjust to his new home. 
His eyes are not big and round like 
his classmates’, and he can’t 
understand anything the teacher 
says, even when she speaks slowly 
and loudly at him. As he lies in bed 
at night, the sky seems smaller and 
darker. But little by little Hee Jun 
begins to learn English words and 
make friends on the playground. 
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2017 No 
Kimchi 
for Me! 

Aram Kim  Aram Kim  Yoomi hates stinky, spicy 
kimchi―the pickled cabbage 
condiment served at Korean meals. 
So her brothers call her a baby and 
refuse to play with her. 
Yoomi is determined to eat kimchi. 
She tries to disguise it by eating it 
on a cookie, on pizza, and in ice 
cream. But that doesn't work. Then 
Grandma shows Yoomi how to 
make kimchi pancakes. This story 
about family, food, and a six-year-
old "coming of age" has universal 
themes, and at the same time 
celebrates Korean culture. A 
kimchi pancake recipe and other 
back matter are included. 

 
 
APPENDIX B: Range of author/illustrator backgrounds 
 

Authors’ backgrounds 
 

1) Authors, who were born and raised in Korea, have spent a substantive amount of 
time in Korea, but later moved to the U.S. for studies. They still reside within the 
Korean culture. 

 
Pak, So Young (2) 
Heo Yumi (3) 
Yum, HyeWon 

 
2) Authors were only born in Korea, but moved to the U.S., and spent substantive 

amount of time in the U.S. They have little memories of Korea or its culture but 
have had a few experiences with Korean culture and/or interactions with Korean 
people. 

 
Shin, Sun Yung 
Williams, Laura E. 
 

3) Authors, who were born in Korea, are immigrants to the U.S. They have some 
experiences and memories of Korea. They sustain the Korean heritage and write 
about their home culture. 

 
Choi, Sook Nyul (3) 
Choi, Yang Sook (2) 
Paek Min 
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Rattigan, Jama Kim 
Bercaw, Edna Coe 

 
4) Authors were born in the U.S. but raised in Korea. Lived in Korea but later 

moved to the U.S. They still reside within the Korean culture. 
 
Kim, Aram 

 
5) Authors were born and raised in the U.S., but they draw from their family’s 

Korean heritage. They use family memories or engage in researching home 
culture and heritage. 

 
Park, Frances & Park, Ginger (2) 
Wong, Janet (2) 
Park, Linda Sue 
Baek, Jane  

 
6) Authors who do not have Korean heritage and are outsiders to the Korean culture, 

but have personal experiences in Korea, or have connections with an insider to 
strengthen the understanding of the Korean culture and heritage. 

 
Avraham, Kate Aver 
Watts, Jeri 

 
7) Authors do not have Korean heritage and are outsiders to the Korean culture. 

They may have or may have not visited Korea, but they do own research for 
writing/illustrating. Little is known about his/her experiences with Korean culture 
and/or interactions with Korean people. 
 

Recorvits, Helen (3) 
Patz, Nancy 

 
Illustrators’ backgrounds 

 
1) Illustrators, who were born and raised in Korea, have spent a substantive amount 

of time in Korea, but later moved to the U.S. for studies. They still reside within 
the Korean culture. 

 
Heo, Yumi (3) 
Yum, Hyewon (2) 
Lee, Ho Baek 
Kim, Neilan Eujin 
 

2) Illustrators were only born in Korea, but moved to the U.S., and spent substantive 
amount of time in the U.S. They have little memories of Korea or its culture but 
have had a few experiences with Korean culture and/or interactions with Korean 
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people. 
 
Kim, Cogan 
 

3) Illustrators, who were born in Korea, are immigrants to the U.S. They have some 
experiences and memories of Korea. They sustain the Korean heritage and write 
about their home culture. 

 
Choi, Yang Sook (3) 
Paek, Min 
Kim, Joung Un 
 

4) Illustrators were born in the U.S. but raised in Korea. Lived in Korea but later 
moved to the U.S. They still reside within the Korean culture. 

 
Kim, Aram 
 

5) Illustrators were born and raised in the U.S., but they draw from their family’s 
Korean heritage. They use family memories or engage in researching home 
culture and heritage. 

 
Park, Frances 

6) Illustrators who do not have Korean heritage and are outsiders to the Korean 
culture, but have personal experiences in Korea, or have connections with an 
insider to strengthen the understanding of the Korean culture and heritage. 

 
Potter, Katherine 
O’brien, Anne Sibley 
 

7) Illustrators do not have Korean heritage and are outsiders to the Korean culture. 
They may have or may have not visited Korea, but they do own research for 
writing/illustrating. Little is known about his/her experiences with Korean culture 
and/or interactions with Korean people. 

 
Swiatowska, Gabi (3) 
Hoshino, Felicia 
Hartuang, Susan Kathleen 
Karen, M. Dugan T. 
Cornelius, V. Wright & Ying Hwa-Hu 
Lillian, HsuFlanders 
Jia, Bo 
Hunt, Robert 
Roth, Susan L. 
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APPENDIX C: Korean economic development and GNP growth from 1960 to 2014  
 
 

 
Source: World Bank, East West Center 
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