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 Scholars advocate the use of children’s literature to help build awareness, 

understanding, and acceptance of disability in elementary school classrooms. Moreover, 

children’s literature has been used as a component of disability awareness studies seeking 

to improve relationships between students with disabilities and their typically developing 

peers. Despite this interest in the potential for children’s literature to positively impact 

connections between children with and without disabilities, there is a lack of empirical 

data describing general education teacher use of children’s literature to support inclusive 

practice. This study was conducted to fill this gap in the professional literature. 

 General education teachers in Pre-K through Grade 3 classrooms (n=10) in an 

inclusive elementary school were interviewed to understand their views about school 

culture and climate, strategies for reading aloud, and knowledge of inclusive picture 

books, the format of children’s literature most often read aloud in the primary grades. The 

results of the study suggested that teachers are trained to use interactive read -aloud 

practices but have little knowledge about picture books that feature characters with 

disabilities. Implications for practice include professional preparation of pre-service 

teachers and in-service professional development for practicing teachers regarding 

guidelines for selecting inclusive pictures books and how these books can be integrated 

into routine classroom read alouds. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

 

Children with disabilities are widely included in general education classrooms. 

The 31
th

 Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act, 2008 (2012) documented that 63% of children with 

disabilities ages 3 through 5 and 95% of school-age students with disabilities spend at 

least part of the school day in a general education classroom with their typical peers. 

Given the presence of children with disabilities in general education classrooms and the 

common practice of shared reading and interactive read- aloud in the primary grades, 

teachers should incorporate high quality inclusive picture books into their classroom 

libraries and daily planning to help build inclusive classroom communities (Andrews, 

1998; Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; Hoffman, 2011; Wiseman, 2011). 

Conceptual Framework 

The benefits of reading aloud to children have been widely reported (Fox, 2008; 

Krashen, 2004; Trelease, 2006). The heart of this study comes from  Horning’s (2010) 

description of sharing picture books: 

 

. . . the child’s chance at experiencing any picture book as a whole is completely 

dependent on someone who is willing and able to read the text aloud. Because 

picture books function best as a shared experience between a fluent reader and a 

pre-reader – generally an adult and a young child – in order for a picture book to 

find true success, it must be good enough to spark this symbiotic relationship. (p. 

87) 
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The conceptual framework for this study emerged from the relationship Horning 

(2010) described and is grounded in the work of Sipe (1998), Lambert (2006), and Snow 

(2002). Sipe (1998) explained the picture book experience as a “never-ending sequence” 

(p. 102) of the reader and viewer/listener interpreting the text in terms of pictures and the 

pictures in terms of text, thus inextricably linking reader, viewer/listener, and picture 

book in semiotic triangle. Lambert (2006) also constructed a triad of elements (reader, 

listener, and picture book) that contribute to the picture book experience.  Horning (2010) 

focused on the experiential nature of picture book read aloud.  

Every read-aloud experience occurs in a particular context. Snow (2002) noted the 

importance of the socio-cultural context for learning to reading comprehension, which 

can be considered a purpose for reading aloud. Accordingly, the socio-cultural context of 

the school environment and the learning context of the general education classroom is 

incorporated into the conceptual framework for this study.  The influence of nested 

environments on the learner is also part of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of 

human development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). This relationship between the school 

culture, classroom environment, learning context of read-aloud time, and the reader, 

listener, and picture book is illustrated in Figure 1.  

 This conceptual framework is the embodiment of this study. It provides the 

foundation for describing the problem to be addressed in terms of the representation of 

disabilities in children’s literature (the books), the activity and purpose of reading aloud 

(reader and listener), and the learning context of the inclusive primary grade classroom 

(the socio-cultural context).  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Bronfenbrenner (2005), Lambert (2006), Sipe (1998), and Snow (2002). 
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The representation of people with disabilities in juvenile literature has been 
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disabilities, magic cures for disabilities, identification of the character with a disability as 

a curiosity, and suggestions that disability is a consequence of poor judgment, character, 

or behavior.  

Conversely, other scholars described the desirable characteristics of children’s 

books that consider disability (Andrews, 1998; Blaska, 2004; Heim, 1994; Matthew and 

Clow, 2007; Smith-D’Arezzo, 2003; Wopperer, 2011).  Bland and Gann (2013) 

synthesized the previous work and developed the following evaluative criteria regarding 

picture books with characters with disabilities that are appropriate for read aloud: these 

books should portray disability in an accurate and balanced manner with 

multidimensional characters that have typical interactions with others, are engaged in 

meaningful relationships and situations, and written in honest, positive, respectful 

language.  

Reading aloud to children is an important and valuable activity  (Anderson, 

Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985; Fox, 2001; Krashen, 2004; Trelease, 2006). Read 

aloud is often used in early childhood and primary grade classrooms to build language 

skills and vocabulary (Blewitt, Rump, Shealy, & Cook, 2009; Crafton, Brennan, & 

Silvers, 2007; Lobron & Selman, 2007; Silverman, 2007; Wasik & Bond, 2001; Zucker, 

Justice, Piasta, & Kaderavek, 2010). Conventions of print can also be taught and 

reinforced through read aloud (Mol, Bus, & deJong, 2009; Sipe, 2000). In addition, 

comprehension skills can be honed through read aloud (Lane & Wright, 2007; Lobron & 

Selman, 2007). Dialogic read aloud can help develop language skills (Flynn, 2011). 

Hoffman (2011) and Wiseman (2011) suggested that interactive read aloud can not only 
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build vocabulary and comprehension skills but also build a sense of community in the 

classroom through the co-construction of knowledge between teachers and students. 

This application of reading aloud with a purpose outside the realm of reading and 

literacy can be defined as bibliotherapy, an approach that uses books to effect affective 

outcomes such as understanding, coping with challenges, and promoting social-emotional 

growth (Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; Iaquinta & Hipsky, 2006; Lu, 2008; Maich & Kean, 

2004). Haeseler (2009), Maich & Kean (2004), and Robinson, Hughes, & Manning 

(2002) explored helping children cope with difficult situations through bibliotherapy. 

Haeseler (2009) discussed the benefits of literature to support children with disabilities, 

children who have experienced loss or abuse, and children who struggle with identity in 

the community. Gavigan and Kurtts (2011), Kitterman (2002), and Prater (2000) 

advocated using literature to teach children about disabilities and made recommendations 

of specific titles. Iaquinta and Hispky (2006) and Maich & Kean (2004) explained the 

benefits of using literature in schools to cope with social emotional challenges in 

inclusive classrooms.  

Inclusive classrooms are the instructional setting (for at least part of the school 

day) for 65.1% of children with disabilities between the ages of 3 and 5, and 97.8% of 

students with disabilities between the ages of 6 and 21, according to the 31
th

 Annual 

Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (2012). Beyond placement, authentic inclusion hinges on access to and engaged 

participation in society with appropriate supports, resulting in a sense of belonging 

(DEC/NAEYC, 2009) and helping children with disabilities be “just one of the gang” 
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(Phelan, 2000).  Andrews (1998) coined the phrase “inclusion literature” (p. 420) to 

explain an inclusive philosophy in children’s literature described by Mellon (1989): 

 

The best approach to disability in juvenile books is one in which aspects of the 

disability are revealed, not as the main focus of the book, but through the 

unfolding of a story. In this way, characters can be developed as people who 

happen to be disabled, just as they happen to have red hair, or happen to hate 

spinach, or happen to be quick-tempered. (p.47) 

 

 

Using these books during typical classroom read aloud may facilitate the development of 

inclusive classroom learning communities (Andrews, 1998; Beckett, Ellison, Barrett, & 

Shah, 2010; Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; Haeseler, 2009; Kitterman, 2002). 

 Awareness of disability in children’s literature, effective read-aloud practices, 

bibliotherapy applications, educational placement of children with disabilities in general 

education classrooms, and inclusion literature have been studied in isolation. Each body 

of literature describes how educators can use these separate ideas in school settings. 

However, there is an absence of empirical research exploring how educators apply this 

collective knowledge to read aloud in inclusive general education classrooms. Therefore, 

this study will investigate the following research question:  How do general education 

teachers in the primary grades (Pre-K – Grade 3) use picture books to support inclusive 

practice? 

The following sub-questions will be explored to fully investigate the primary 

research question: 

a. How does the book selection process support inclusive practice? 

b. How do the read-aloud strategies support inclusive practice? 
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In order to make clear the meanings of the language used to answer these research 

questions, it is necessary to specifically define the terms frequently used in the remainder 

of this work. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study, a learning community refers to a cohesive, caring 

group of students and teachers with a shared purpose whose members actively participate 

and feel connected to each other (Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Shaps, 1997). This 

study focuses on inclusive classrooms and learning communities in Pre-K through Grade 

3, where children are likely to be read to as part of classroom routines (Hoffman, Roser, 

& Battle, 1993).   

Inclusion concerns the full access, engagement, and participation of children with 

and without disabilities in a wide range of activities and contexts that contribute to a 

sense of belonging, membership, positive social development, and learning to help all 

children reach their full potential (DEC/NAEYC, 2009). Children’s literature should 

facilitate and nurture an inclusive classroom community. 

Inclusive literature is defined as books and other printed media that accurately 

portray characters with disabilities who “share the same kinds of life experiences, 

dreams, successes, and failures” (Andrews, 1998, p. 423) as persons without disabilities. 

Moreover, inclusive literature describes situations that foster understanding and 

acceptance without cultivating negative stereotypes (Andrews, 1998).  

A picture book is a specific format of children’s book that combines text and 

illustrations to form a kind of “dance” (Lambert, 2006, p. 33). The pictures and the text 
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complement each other to tell the story. Picture books are supposed to be read aloud, 

while children listen to the words and view the artwork; children read the pictures while 

the adult reads the words (Lambert, 2006; Lukens, 2007). Picture books are of special 

interest to this research study subject based upon evidence that picture books are the most 

frequently shared books between teachers and their students during routine classroom 

read aloud in the primary grades (Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 1993). 

Read aloud refers to a fluent reader reading a children’s book aloud to a group of 

students to entertain them or improve their understanding of the world around them 

(Lukens, 2007). Only materials for children read aloud by certified general education 

teachers, not teaching assistants or other support staff, and the read-aloud strategies they 

employ will be examined by this research study.  

Summary 

 This introductory chapter presented the study to be undertaken in a conceptual 

framework based on the relationship and shared experience of a reader, listeners, and 

picture books in the socio-cultural context of an inclusive primary grade classroom in an 

inclusive elementary school. The research problem concerns the lack of empirical 

evidence to suggest how teachers use picture books to support inclusive practice when 

not being directed by researchers interested in disability awareness programs. Research 

questions were listed and key terms were defined. 

 The remainder of this research proposal includes: Chapter II, a review of the 

related literature; Chapter III, an explanation of the research design and methodology; 

Chapter IV, an analysis of data; Chapter V, a discussion of the findings. Through 
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qualitative case study methodology, the results of this study may influence teacher 

preparation and professional development regarding teacher use of picture books to 

support inclusive practice in the primary grades. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 Chapter I identified an absence of empirical research regarding the way teachers in 

the primary grades independently use picture books to promote understanding, 

awareness, and acceptance of students with disabilities. This is a noteworthy oversight, 

given Alexander and Entwisle’s (1988) report on the importance of the first few years of 

school to build the foundation for children’s attitudes about their future educational 

experiences. Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Morison (2006) and the National Dropout 

Prevention Center for Students with Disabilities identified a lack of student engagement 

as a key contributor to dropout rates for students with and without disabilities. A strong 

foundation of engaged participation built in the early school years may lead to improved 

outcomes for students with and without disabilities (Meadan & Monda-Amaya, 2008; 

Yazbeck, McVilly, & Parmenter, 2004). An intentional pattern of reading aloud and 

discussing inclusive children’s literature in the primary grades may contribute to 

students’ positive attitudes toward students with disabilities, enhancing the overall school 

experience for all students (Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; Iaquinta & Hipsky, 2006).  

 This review of the relevant literature is organized according to the conceptual 

framework described and illustrated in Chapter I based upon the work of Lambert (2006), 

Sipe (1998), and Snow (2002) and their representation of the complex relationship 
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between the book, the reader (or teacher), and the listener (or child), all happening in a 

particular social-emotional context (or classroom) (See Figure 1). First, the legal mandate 

for educating students with disabilities in the least restrictive environment will be 

established. Next, the relevant literature regarding children in the primary grades, their 

early attitudes about school and their perceptions of peers with disabilities will be 

explored.  The context of the read-aloud activity is studied for evidence of positive 

affective outcomes including acceptance, understanding, attitudes towards disabilities, 

influence on self-image, and evidence of an increased sense of belonging and feeling of 

engaged participation in a learning community for all students. The activities of the 

reader (or teacher) in preparation for reading aloud, identifying a purpose for reading 

aloud, and effective read-aloud strategies will be reviewed. The use of picture books will 

then be described and the topic of disability in children’s literature will be reviewed 

within an historical context both before and after the passage of the Public Law 94-142 in 

1975, the law currently known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004). 

Content analyses and criteria for selecting appropriate picture books will also be 

described. Finally, teacher use of inclusive literature will be discussed. 

Educational Placements for Students with Disabilities 

President Gerald R. Ford signed the Education of All Handicapped Children Act 

(PL94-142) into law in 1975. This landmark legislation evolved into the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act (2004) that guarantees the right to a free, 

appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment to all school children in 

the United States. The least restrictive environment clause is often the subject of debate 
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as schools make decisions based on a mandated continuum of placements for serving 

students with disabilities. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (2001), 

commonly known as “No Child Left Behind,” ensures that students with disabilities have 

access to the general education curriculum. This combination of directives for student 

placement in the least restrictive environment and access to the general education 

curriculum has resulted in an increasingly widespread inclusion of students with 

disabilities in general education classrooms (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). 

 The general education classroom is the context for student learning for at least 

part of the school day for 95% of school-age students with disabilities (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2011). Within that context, teachers and students in the primary grades 

interact with children’s literature during teacher read-aloud (Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 

1993). The relationship between the teacher, students, books, and the educational context 

is illustrated in Figure 1 in Chapter I.  

Children’s Early Attitudes Toward School 

The early school years are critical to the formation of students’ attitudes about and 

perceptions of the institution of school (Alexander & Entwisle,1988; Valeski, & Stipek, 

2001). Birch and Ladd (1997) suggested strong, caring teacher-child relationships are 

important to academic success and the quality of children’s feelings about school. 

Kindergarteners and first graders who believe their teachers care about them are more 

likely to have positive feelings about school. Valeski & Stipek (2001) suggested that 

positive relationships with teachers in kindergarten and first grade may also lead to 

improved academic outcomes. 
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 Alexander and Entwisle (1988) posited that children’s attitudes about school that 

guide their trajectories of academic achievement are firmly in place by third grade. In 

fact, it is unlikely that any typical school experience after third grade will change a 

student’s path to school success (Pianta & Steinberg, 1992). Given the established 

importance of the primary grades, creating a context for learning of authentic inclusion 

for all children is a significant need that needs to be addressed by teachers in PreK – third 

grade classrooms.  

Context for Learning 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory focuses on the context of learning but 

does not fully describe the setting in which learning takes place and the activities that 

most successfully support student engagement and learning. Battistich and colleagues 

identified features of caring classroom communities in elementary schools. Their 

definition of classroom community occurs when, “members (a) know, care about, and 

support one another and (b) have the opportunity to participate actively in classroom 

decision-making, planning, and goal-setting” (Solomon, Watson, Battistich, Schaps, and 

Delucchi, 1996, p. 722). This reference to active participation echoes the DEC/NAEYC 

(2009) definition of inclusion which calls for engaged participation for students with 

disabilities. For elementary school students, the classroom and school community where 

they spend the majority of their days is important for their social, emotional, and 

academic development. Therefore it is important for teachers and school leaders to 

understand the factors that create caring classroom communities where all students feel 

accepted, valued, and competent. 
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Effective Teacher Practices    

 Battistich, Solomon, Watson, and Schaps (1997) identified specific teacher 

behaviors that enhance students’ sense of belonging in a school community, such as 

conveying warmth and support, promoting cooperation, encouraging student thinking and 

discussion, emphasizing prosocial values, and limiting the use of extrinsic controls. This 

study listed specific teacher behaviors, but other researchers documented the value of 

teacher-child relationships in school adjustment, acceptance, and belonging. 

 The effect of normative teacher support on engagement, acceptance, and 

belonging of low-achieving first graders was studied by Hughes, Zhang, and Hill (2006). 

They found that regardless of gender or ethnicity students in supportive, accepting, 

engaged classrooms model the teacher’s acceptance of peers. This finding is critical to 

the inclusion of children with disabilities in the general education setting. We may infer 

that if students model the teacher’s acceptance of all students  that would include ALL 

peers, even the children with disabilities. 

 Baker (2006) investigated a similar situation regarding typical children and those 

with developmental difficulties and learning challenges in elementary school. She found 

that typical children benefitted from warm, nurturing teacher-child relationships. 

Children with developmental difficulties had fewer behavior problems, better school 

adjustment, and higher achievement when they had the protective effect of a close teacher 

relationship. Interestingly, the same was not true for students with learning challenges. 

Baker suggested that the benefits to those students were manifested in social adjustment 

and improved behaviors. This finding lends support to the importance of teacher-child 
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relationships regarding acceptance and belonging. An important element of the learning 

context and a vehicle for teacher practice in inclusive classrooms may be picture books 

that include characters with disabilities, the topic of the next section. 

Disabilities in Picture Books 

Pictures books provide important insights into a society’s beliefs and values 

(Saunders, 2004). Picture books were specifically chosen as a focus of this study based 

upon evidence that picture books are the most frequently shared books between teachers 

and their students during routine classroom read aloud in the primary grades (Hoffman, 

Roser, & Battle, 1993). Horning (2010) explained that picture books should not be 

confused with books for beginning readers. A picture book should be shared between a 

fluent reader and a prereader in an experience that creates a relationship between reader, 

listener, and text. This portion of the literature review explores the defining qualities of 

picture books, diversity and disability in children’s literature, historical content analyses 

of disability in children’s books, and selection criteria for disability literature for children 

and inclusive picture books. 

Defining Qualities of Picture Books 

 The format designation of the picture book is relatively recent. The first American 

picture book was Million of Cats (Gág, 1928). Gág’s inventive illustrations changed the 

way words and pictures tell a story (Horning, 2010). Since that time literary scholars have 

recognized the essential interplay between text and pictures that make picture books a 

unique literary format (Bang, 2000; Hoppe, 2004; Horning, 2010; Lambert, 2006; 

Lukens, 2007; Olney & Cushing, 1935; Schickedanz & Collins, 2012; Serafini, 2012; 
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Sipe, 1998, 2000, 2012; Wolfenbarger & Sipe, 2007). A picture book is more than simply 

pairing text with pleasing pictures; it is a complex transaction between words and 

illustrations (Sipe,1998). Moreover, Sipe (1998) used the term synergy to define a 

relationship in which pictures and text together create a level of meaning in the mind of 

the reader and listener, which is more than the sum of its parts. This co-construction of 

meaning is grounded in the conceptual framework of this study which inextricably 

connects the picture book, the reader, and the listener within a specific socio-cultural 

context (Lambert, 2006; Snow, 2002). From this foundation, picture books can be 

examined further in order to fully understand the nature of the books targeted in this 

study. 

In an incomplete manuscript published after his death, Sipe (2012) analyzed 

picture books as metaphors, theoretical constructs, and phenomenological occurrence. 

Considering pictures books as metaphors, Sipe (2012) made comparisons between 

musical qualities of the language (rhythm and syncopation) and the duet between text and 

illustrations. Sipe also compared picture books to plays (words as the script and the 

pictures as the set, lights, and movement of the characters), to textiles (words and pictures 

woven together to create a single story), and to the science of ecology (every element 

relates to every other element). However, Sipe recognized that thinking of picture books 

only in metaphors does not fully explain the complexities of the form. Theoretical 

constructs such as irony can occur when text and illustrations portray ideas that are 

dissonant, incongruous, or contradictory. Overall, Sipe (1998, 2012) concluded that 
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picture books constitute a phenomenology of transmediation where one sign system (text) 

transfers meaning to another (illustrations). 

Framed by Sipe’s (1998) abstract ideas, Horning (2010) defined contemporary 

picture books in more concrete terms. Horning explained that a picture book follows a 

very structured format. Most frequently in 32 pages, a picture book combines the 

sequential nature of storytelling (Sipe, 1998) through specific patterned language, 

rhythm, rhyme, repetition, questions, predictability, and pace (Horning, 2010) with the 

spatial interpretation of visual art (Sipe, 1998) through line, shape, texture, color, and 

value, composition, media, and style (Horning, 2010). There are usually 15 or 16 

segments of text, each moving the plot forward. Moreover, the pages should turn at 

strategic points in the story (Horning, 2010). Even though this study is focused on 

disability in picture books, it is important to explore the context of diversity and disability 

in children’s literature overall. Then what is known about the representation of disability 

in the broad classification of children’s literature can be distilled into the preferred 

qualities to look for in picture books featuring characters with disabilities. 

Diversity and Disability in Children’s Literature 

The professional literature focuses on multicultural issues in children’s books far 

more frequently than characters with disabilities. A preliminary search through the 

Academic Search Complete and ERIC data bases using keywords multicultural 

children’s literature and characters with disabilities in children’s literature revealed 

approximately nine times more references to multicultural children’s literature 

(Academic Search Complete, 102; ERIC, 143) than characters with disabilities in 
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children’s literature (Academic Search Complete, 12; ERIC, 15). The scholarly 

references to multicultural children’s literature fall into four broad categories: using 

multicultural literature to bring awareness to the subject of cultural diversity (Cameron, 

Narahashi, Walter, & Wisniewski, 1992); teaching tolerance and understanding (Rasinski 

& Padak, 1990; Wan, 2006); analyzing the literary elements of multicultural children’s 

literature, often accompanied by book lists (Harvley-Felder, 2007: Levin, 2007; 

Winograd, 2011); and describing how educators could use the identified books in 

classrooms (Cameron, Narahashi, Walter, & Wisniewski, 1992; Lazar & Offenberg, 

2011; Morgan, 2009). Several scholars narrowed their investigations to culture-specific 

groups, such as Arab-Americans (Al-Hazza & Bucher, 2008), Native Americans and 

Asian cultures (Dowd, 1992), and Japanese children (Kelley, 2008).  

Some scholars have advocated for an expansion of diversity in children’s 

literature to include disability. Worotynec (2004) analyzed the New York Public 

Library’s “100 Picture Books Everyone Should Know” for cultural diversity and 

representation of characters with disabilities. She found 15 of the books contained 

culturally diverse characters; none of the 100 books included a character with a disability. 

Beyond multiculturalism, Saunders (2004) noted increased gender equity in British 

children’s literature but slow progress in the inclusion of characters with disabilities. She 

expressed concern that without quality representations of people with disabilities, we 

underestimate the power of children’s literature to promote positive attitudes and we open 

the door to misunderstanding. Smith-D’Arezzo (2003) also asserted that diversity in 

children’s literature should not be a racial issue, explaining that advocates for children 
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with disabilities in education should borrow the pluralistic goals set by leaders in 

multicultural education and strive to improve awareness, understanding, and acceptance 

of diversity of ability through children’s literature. In increasingly inclusive classrooms, 

these affective variables may contribute to a sense of belonging and a feeling of 

community for students with and without disabilities (Iaquinta & Hipsky, 2006). The 

appropriate representation of disability in children’s books is critical to meeting these 

goals and can be understood through content analyses, the subject of the next section. 

Content Analyses of Books Including Characters with Disabilities 

 It is helpful to view the representation of characters with disabilities in American 

children’s literature from a historical perspective, both before and after the Education of 

All Handicapped Children Act (PL94-142) in 1975. With the legal mandate for increased 

access to public education and enhanced engagement with typically developing peers, we 

may expect to see an increase in the number of characters with disabilities in children’s 

literature represented in authentic ways after 1975. 

Disability in children’s literature prior to 1975. A history of disability in 

children’s literature written solely by American authors does not appear in a search of the 

professional literature. British children’s literature in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, however, 

has been reviewed for the representation of characters with disabilities (Davidson, 

Woodill, & Bredberg, 1994; Dowker, 2004; Keith, 2004; Saunders, 2004). These 

analyses of British literature provide useful historical trends, especially since some 

British books cited are considered classics in the United States, such as A Christmas 

Carol (Dickens, 1843) and The Secret Garden (Burnett, 1911). In addition, Dowker 
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(2004) and Keith (2004) discussed the representation of disability in books by American 

authors Eleanor Porter (Pollyana, 1913) and Louisa May Alcott (Little Women, 1868; 

Little Men, 1871; Jack and Jill, 1879). All these books may have influenced American 

readers’ perceptions of disability for more than 100 years. 

 In the United Kingdom during the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, there were no 

children’s books written specifically about disabilities. Disability, however, was often 

used as a literary device to provide tension and conflict or to teach a moral lesson. (Keith, 

2004). Characters with vague disabilities were described as sick, crippled, idiot, witless, 

or mad. Specific disability traits labeled characters as blind, deaf, dumb, or mute 

(Davidson, Woodill, & Bredberg, 1994). Dowker (2004) classified most characters with 

disabilities prior to World War I as invalids, such as the character Clara in Heidi. Invalids 

were generally described as innocent and accepting, whose patient suffering would be 

rewarded with wisdom and a special place in heaven (Dowker, 2004; Davidson, Woodill, 

& Bredberg, 1994). Occasionally, a disability would be cured by strength of character or 

when a profound lesson was learned. Few medical explanations were given and 

successful medical interventions were rare (Dowker, 2004). The acquisition of disability 

was treated in different ways. For example, congenital disability was believed to be part 

of God’s plan, an unfortunate but common fact of life. Further, a disability developed 

later in life may have been the result of an accident or poverty but was more often 

attributed to the carelessness of a drunken parent or stranger.  Characters with disabilities 

occasionally lived at home but often resided in hospitals, special schools, or institutions 
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(Davidson, Woodill, & Bredberg, 1994). Over time, the representation of disability in 

children’s literature underwent few changes. 

Keith’s (2004) analysis of literature for adolescents noted that by the middle of 

the 20
th

 century disabilities were treated as being more preventable and responsive to 

medical intervention and that characters with disabilities were less likely to die or be 

magically cured. However, a lack of accuracy and authenticity regarding disability was 

still common. Disability was still used as a vehicle for teaching the protagonist a lesson 

and considered a tragedy that must be overcome, such as Deenie’s idiopathic scoliosis in 

Deenie (Blume, 1973) and Izzy’s injuries from a car accident that require the amputation 

of her leg below the knee in Izzy Willy Nilly (Voigh, 1986). 

Disability in children’s literature after 1975. Shortly after the passage of the 

Education of All Handicapped Children Act in 1975, Hopkins (1980) noted the increased 

appearance of characters with disabilities in children’s literature. She described 

characters who were deaf, had visual impairments, physical or intellectual disabilities and 

whose creators lifted them up as a means of teaching about disabilities and developing 

increased awareness and understanding. Hopkins also suggested that children with 

disabilities would feel a strong sense of identity as they related to characters they read 

about in books. This phenomenon was referred to as both “window and mirror,” by 

Bailes (2002) a window into the lives of characters with disabilities and a mirror into 

which children with disabilities might see themselves. Blaska (2004) agreed that this 

issue of identity should be a hallmark of high-quality children’s literature with characters 

with disabilities. Children with disabilities need to see themselves as whole, accepted, 
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productive members of their families, schools, and communities not only in their lived 

experiences but also in books as well. The way children see themselves represented in 

books can underscore their own self-image in a positive or negative way (Bailes, 2002; 

Blaska, 2004). 

 Gervay (2004) observed that the increase in the number of characters with 

disabilities after 1975 often came at the expense of literary quality and authenticity. Other 

scholars of disability in children’s literature shared this concern for quality over quantity. 

It is not enough for characters with disabilities to appear in children’s books. The way the 

characters with disabilities are portrayed is critical to the messages children receive about 

disabilities and the perceptions and attitudes they form and begin to internalize. 

Beginning in 1999, a series of publications presenting content analyses of the disability 

literature for children emerged. 

In her 1999 publication, “Characterization of Mental Retardation in Children’s 

and Adolescent Literature,” Prater evaluated children’s books according to 

characterization, point of view, relationships between characters, changes in characters, 

schooling, residence, employment, and recreation. She found most characters did not 

evolve and grow over the course of the book and were most often portrayed as a victims 

totally dependent on others for their well-being. The point of view most often came from 

a character without a disability. Relationships between characters tended to focus on 

characters without disabilities initiating friendships, though fear of the character with the 

disability was also found. Characters with disabilities were often used as a means for the 

typical character to learn and change. Most of the characters with disabilities were 
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educated in separate settings, lived at home, worked in a sheltered workshop, and seldom 

engaged in recreational activities unless they participated in Special Olympics. From this 

analysis, it appears that the characters Prater analyzed were presented in formulaic, pre-

IDEA, stereotypical, clichéd terms and situations. For example, Angela (the character 

with an intellectual disability) in Risk ‘n Roses (Slepian, 1992) gets tricked into cutting 

the prize winning roses off a neighbor’s rose bush; conversations about Pete being 

institutionalized occur in Who Will Take Care of Me? (Hermes, 1983). From the title of 

the publication, which refers to “mental retardation,” to the representation of disability in 

most of the books analyzed, the presentation of disability in Prater’s 1999 publication 

does not meet contemporary expectations for equity for people with intellectual 

disabilities. 

 Ten years later, Dyches, Prater, and Leininger (2009) reviewed 41 books featuring 

characters with developmental disabilities including autism spectrum disorder, Down 

syndrome, intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities, and other unspecified disabilities. 

Using the same criteria as the 1999 study, the authors discovered some positive trends. 

Characters with disabilities remained in supporting roles most often, but the number of 

main characters with disabilities increased (39% main characters in 1999, 48% in 2009) 

and more characters with disabilities were considered dynamic, changing over time. 

Relationships between characters with and without disabilities continued to be one-sided 

with typical characters cast as care givers. Educational settings were more inclusive in the 

2009 study. However, most characters with disabilities lived at home and participated in 

informal recreational activities like watching television or making art projects, unless 
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they were participating in Special Olympics. The authors recommended characters with 

disabilities be described in more authentic and meaningful ways, including an emphasis 

on decision making and self-determination (Dyches, Prater, & Leininger, 2009). During 

the ten years between the 1999 and 2009 studies, modest improvements in the 

representation of characters with disabilities were noted, but many stereotypes remained, 

such as characters without disabilities acting as care-givers and characters with 

disabilities participating in organized sports only through Special Olympics. These 

findings suggest that authors and publishers of children’s books should take a more 

positive, empowering approach to the representation of disability (Keith, 2004). 

At the end of the 20
th

 century, characters with disabilities were still often 

outsiders and rarely the main character in adolescent literature. As Keith (2004) looked to 

the future, she hoped more children’s literature would be written by authors with 

disabilities to bring an authentic air of identity and voice to characters with disabilities. 

Moreover, she anticipated the intended audience would not be only children with 

disabilities but all children. While progress has been made toward more balanced, 

realistic portrayals of characters with disabilities, there is room for further inclusion and 

representation of characters with disabilities in children’s literature in numbers and status 

equivalent to the current school-based data. Many issues of disproportionality concerning 

characters with disabilities in children’s books have been uncovered.  

Ayala (1999) recommended the inclusion of culturally and linguistically diverse 

characters with disabilities in children’s literature. Ayala analyzed 59 children’s books 

that portrayed characters with disabilities using 15 content markers such as disability 
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portrayed, ethnicity, gender, and cultural emphasis and found the majority of characters 

with disabilities to be white, English-speaking and male. Dyches, and colleagues found 

the number of characters with disabilities was not representative of the number of 

students with disabilities in public schools. Males and characters with autism spectrum 

disorder and intellectual disabilities are over-represented as are Caucasian characters 

(Dyches & Prater, 2005; Leininger, Dyches, Prater, & Heath, 2010; Dyches, Prater, & 

Jenson, 2006, Dyches, Prater, Leininger, 2009). The different IDEA categories of 

disability and characters from culturally diverse backgrounds are under-represented in 

children’s literature as well (Leininger, Dyches, Prater, & Heath, 2010; Dyches, Prater, & 

Leininger, 2009; Prater, Dyches, & Johnstun, 2006). Referring back to Bailes (2002) 

description of “window and mirror,” children without disabilities need to see the full 

range of diversity of ability, so as not to assume that every child that is “different” is a 

white girl with Down syndrome or a white boy with autism. Likewise, children with 

disabilities should be able to make connections to characters in children’s literature that 

look and think and navigate the world just like they do.  

In another content analysis, Beckett, Ellison, Barrett, and Shaw (2010) reviewed 

100 books available to primary grade students in the United Kingdom (UK) for 

representation of disability. Not all the books analyzed were published in the UK. They 

explored the presence of positive portrayals or negative stereotypes and identified 

negative portrayals of disability in 86 of the 100 books analyzed. These portrayals 

included problematic language, tragic view of disability, unrealistic “happily ever after” 

endings, characters with disabilities as curiosities, and characters with disabilities being 



26 

 

held up as morality lessons. The authors also emphasized the importance of accurate 

illustrations, which were lacking in many of the books they reviewed. In spite of the 

negative portrayals, 40 books were judged to show disability as an element of diversity 

and 15 books had a positive, non-discriminatory message. Inadequate and inappropriate 

representation of disability in children’s literature appears to be a challenge not only in 

the United States but in the United Kingdom, as well. 

Since the passage of PL94-142, a few scholars have written about the 

representation of specific disabilities in children’s books. Deafness is most often singled 

out in the academic literature, perhaps because deafness can indicate membership in Deaf 

Culture as well as a physical loss of hearing. The only reference to an alphabet book in 

this review of the relevant literature was found in Robinson’s (2008) description of The 

Handmade Alphabet (1996) as a contribution to the diversity literature by showing 

children the way many Deaf individuals see, recognize, and interpret the alphabet. 

Because alphabet books are commonly shared in pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and 

beginning first grade classrooms, this book is important to the current study. Brittain 

(2004) also investigated the representation of deafness in picture books. She examined 14 

picture books and found them to fall into two categories  informational texts and 

storybooks. In describing one of the storybooks, Dad and Me in the Morning (Lakin, 

1994) she suggested that writing about a deaf character was such a daring literary action 

that the illustrations had to be watered-down for the content to be acceptable. She 

contended that without creative illustrations, plot, or language the appeal of a picture 

book with a deaf character would be limited and that deaf children would not find the 
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book interesting. Despite these strong conclusions, Brittain did not provide any empirical 

evidence to support her claims. From the library science literature, we know that all high-

quality picture books meet standards for character, plot, theme, setting, point of view, 

style, and tone (Horning, 2010; Lukens, 2007). Why would a well-written book be 

rejected by children simply because of a deaf character? Other researchers have 

investigated the portrayal of deaf characters. 

Golos and Moses (2011) concluded that most deaf characters are portrayed 

according to the medical model of disability. They also noted that most deaf characters 

are cast as victims. These authors advocated for more Deaf authors and illustrators and 

the inclusion of more information related to relationships between Deaf characters to 

improve the authenticity of the representation of Deaf culture in pictures books.  

Unfortunately, Golos and Moses (2011) coded only text and ignored illustrations. Indeed, 

pictures are as important as the text in picture books (Horning, 2010; Lambert, 2006; 

Sipe, 1998, 2012) and should not be ignored in a scholarly critique.  

In contrast to Golos and Moses’s (2011) disregard for pictures, Hughes (2012) 

emphasized illustrations in her exploration of blindness in picture books. She 

recommended fictional texts stress the social-emotional development of children by 

encouraging relationships between students with and without disabilities and 

emphasizing appropriate language in both the description of disabilities and the 

characters who have them. Hughes (2012) noted that in Zelinsky’s retelling of the fairy 

tale Rapunzel (2002) blindness is a symbol of defeat and is only cured by the love of a 

character without a disability. She provided a positive example in the description of 
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Etienne, a character with one eye, in The Invention of Hugo Cabret (Selznick, 2007). 

Etienne leads a full, productive life, complete with a meaningful career, hobbies, and 

friends. Hughes (2012) also notes that the word blind does not appear in many picture 

books with blind characters. Do authors avoid the word because of its negative 

connotation or are they choosing language to convey acceptance and inclusion? Hughes 

(2012) agreed with Heim (1994) that disability must be confronted, not ignored. In order 

to clearly communicate an inclusive philosophy and mediate layers of meaning, “adults 

will have to unpack the means of prejudice, tolerance, and inclusion with children and 

will need picture books that treat blindness and other disability experience both implicitly 

and explicitly” (Hughes, 2012, p. 46). Altieri (2008) addressed adults in her content 

analysis. 

Altieri (2008) described identification of the disability, instructional strategies, 

and self-esteem for characters with dyslexia, or severe reading disabilities, as they appear 

in books for children. The unique contribution of this work, however, lies in the portrayal 

of the teachers. In general, Altieri (2008) found teachers were represented as being 

inattentive to their students’ reading disabilities, dishonest in their feedback to students, 

inconsistent in providing instruction, uncaring, and even abusive. These observations 

uncover the importance of balanced portrayals of teachers as well as students with 

disabilities in children’s books. 

The treatment of disability in picture books is important to this study because it 

may be a typical child’s introduction to a disability or the first time children with 

disabilities see characters like themselves in the pages of a book.  Unfortunately, the 
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mixed messages and varied portrayals of disability uncovered in this review may make 

selecting appropriate children’s books that feature characters with disabilities difficult for 

adults. Adults need to be sure the books they select meet their academic or social-

emotional teaching objectives. Teachers, librarians, parents, and other educators may 

benefit from selection guidelines to assist them in choosing books for children that 

positively portray characters with disabilities. The next section will describe selection 

criteria for two types of picture books that contain characters with disabilities. 

Criteria for Selecting Appropriate Picture Books with Characters with Disabilities 

 When reviewing disability in picture books as a whole, two different types of 

books emerge: disability literature and inclusive literature. In the following portion of this 

review, disability literature includes books that focus on disability from a teaching-about-

disability standpoint. Andrews (1998) coined the term “inclusion literature” to describe 

books that focus on a plot unrelated to disability and include a character whose disability 

is incidental to the plot. This type of children’s literature will be referred to as “inclusive 

literature” in this review, a more contemporary term to describe a character with a 

disability as being part of the story just like every other character. The unique 

characteristics of these two types of books will be described and conclusions drawn about 

the type of picture books that will be the focus of this study.    

Disability literature. Advocating the use of children’s literature to teach about 

disability is a common theme in Prater’s writing. (Dyches, Prater, & Leininger, 2009; 

Prater, 1999; Prater, 2000; Prater & Dyches, 2005; Prater & Dyches, 2008; Prater, 

Dyches, & Johnstun, 2006). Prater (1999) recommended using children’s literature where 
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disability was NOT the focus of the story, yet her subsequent publications concerning 

teaching with these books concentrated on teaching about disability through children’s 

literature. Other contradictions were discovered in Prater’s writing. Dyches, Prater, and 

Jenson (2006) claimed to have eliminated anthropomorphic characters in their analysis of 

Caldecott winners but included blind mice and a lame horse. In the 2005 piece, Dyches 

and Prater advocated realism in this genre of children’s literature but noted “ a fantasy is 

an ideal genre where character with disabilities can be free from their disabilities for a 

time” (p. 213). In the 1998 Caldecott winner, “Rapunzel,” the prince’s blindness is cured 

by Rapunzel’s tears (Dyches, Prater, & Joenson, 2006). This example seems inconsistent 

with the premise that disabilities should be depicted realistically and is in direct 

opposition to the Beckett, et al. (2010) contention that disability is not something that 

needs to be fixed and that fantastic cures may lessen the significance of a disability.  

Other scholars have offered criteria for choosing books that feature characters 

with disabilities. Heim (1994) collected and analyzed juvenile novels as a response to her 

son’s intellectual disability. She recommended selecting books that portrayed disability 

accurately and without stereotype and advocated for high-quality literature that 

confronted disability but did not dwell on it. Heim observed that a character with a 

disability is often used to teach a typical character some sort of lesson that allows the 

typical character to change and grow in a positive way, while the character with a 

disability remains unchanged. She insisted that a character with a disability not be used in 

this manner.  
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Stelle (1999) also selected books based on character development and made 

curriculum connections in her recommendations. Unfortunately, many of the books she 

recommended contained the common negative features of disability literature identified 

by Beckett, et al. (2010) and Brittain (2004) such as non-human characters, magic, 

heroism, negative stereotypes, and discriminatory language. This finding highlights the 

need for teachers to be trained to select books according to contemporary, inclusive 

standards of equity in children’s literature. Blindly following a published list may not 

always provide the best guidance. 

Kitterman (2002) and Smith-D’Arezzo (2003) raised issues of acceptance not 

related to the books per se but that were nonetheless important to the impact of books on 

children. Kitterman (2002) commented on the importance of teacher acceptance of 

students with disabilities in general education classrooms as an indicator of successful 

inclusion, while Smith-D’Arezzo (2003) emphasized the significance of teacher 

enthusiasm for the books they read aloud to their students. Without acceptance of 

students with disabilities and enthusiasm for the books that include them, a sincere, 

authentic image of students and characters with disabilities is unlikely to occur. 

The majority of references to disability in picture books is explanatory in nature. 

Disabilities are described as medical or biological conditions that limit the character with 

a disability in some way, subscribing to the medical model of disability (Saunders, 2004). 

Mellon (1989) saw disability in children’s literature differently. She believed providing 

information about a specific disability was not enough. She recommended children’s 

literature addressing disabilities focus on similarities between characters with disabilities 
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and their typical peers. She was at the forefront of what Andrews (1998) called “inclusion 

literature.” 

Inclusive Literature. Disability is only one aspect of a person or character in a 

book. Mellon (1989) observed that characters with disabilities have, “. . . a life to live, 

talents to find, friends with whom to laugh, siblings with whom to fight, parents with 

whom to deal, and an annoying and obtrusive outside world to keep at bay” (p. 47). She 

continued that information about a disability should unfold, when necessary, to help the 

reader and listener understand the character and the plot. Disabilities, according to 

Mellon, should not be the entire focus of the book. 

Inclusive literature can be a form of realistic fiction (Andrews, 1998; Blaska, 

2004; Wopperer, 2011) or a work of nonfiction, which portray disability through text and 

illustrations in ways that are accurate and balanced (Andrews, 1998; Becket et al., 2010; 

Blaska, 2004; Heim, 1994; Wopperer, 2011). These books should have multidimensional 

characters (Andrews, 1998; Becket et al., 2010; Heim, 1994; Mellon, 1989), who have 

typical interactions with others (Matthew & Clow, 2007), and who are engaged in 

meaningful relationships and situations (Andrews, 1998; Becket, et al., 2010; Blaska, 

2004; Helm, 1994; Mellon, 1989; Wopperer, 2011). Inclusion literature should be written 

in honest, positive, respectful language (Andrews, 1998, Becket et al., 2010; Blaska, 

2004; Wopperer, 2011). Disability should NOT be the main focal point of the book 

(Mellon, 1989).  

In realistic fiction or non-fiction, the characters in inclusive picture books must be 

believable and relatable to young children. Characters should be human not animals, as 
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anthropomorphism of animals or other inanimate objects detracts from the authenticity of 

characters with disabilities (Dyches, Prater, & Jenson, 2006). All seven literary elements, 

character, plot, theme, setting, point of view, style and tone (Lukens, 2007), should work 

together in an inclusive picture book to provide the reader and the listener an accurate 

and balanced representation of disability in the text, if necessary, and in the illustrations 

(Andrews, 1998; Becket et al., 2010; Blaska, 2004; Heim, 1994; Wopperer, 2011). For 

example, the setting should allow the character(s) with a disability to access the action 

and interact with other characters in the story; all of this should be represented in text and 

illustrations. The style of an inclusive picture book is equally important. Lukens (2007) 

explained that picture books should be presented in a style that holds the interest of 

young children and helps them find subtle meanings while enjoying playful language.  

Another aspect of inclusive literature is person-first language which should be 

used to describe a character with a disability if the condition warrants an explanation in 

the text. Disability should be explained in honest, positive, respectful, and age-

appropriate language to the degree that is necessary to advance the plot or develop a 

character (Wopperer, 2011). Negative stereotypes that depict characters with disabilities 

as objects of pity and sympathy should not appear as they represent disability as a 

condition that needs to be fixed. Moreover, characters with disabilities should not be 

portrayed as magical, heroic, or miraculous (Becket, et al. 2010). They should not be 

used as a means for typical characters to learn and grow (Heim, 1994).  

Characters with disabilities should be thoughtfully portrayed as whole, 

multidimensional, and believable. They should contribute to the plot (Andrews, 1998; 
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Beckett, 2010; Heim, 1994; Lukens, 2007) such that the reader and listener learn about 

the child, not the disability. A well-developed character emphasizes the similarities not 

the differences between characters with disabilities and typically developing characters 

(Mellon, 1989). In adhering to this idea characters with disabilities may need 

accommodations to interact with other characters in an inclusive picture book, but the 

quality of the interaction should be completely typical (Stelle, 1999). For example, in 

Brian’s Bird (Davis, 2000) the main character Brian has a visual impairment and uses a 

white cane to assist him with mobility allowing him to walk independently around his 

neighborhood. However, his interactions with his older brother Kevin are completely 

typical as the boys figure out how to capture a pet bird that has escaped from its cage. 

 Similarly, the plot of an inclusive picture book should allow characters with 

disabilities to engage in meaningful relationships and situations with characters without 

disabilities. According to Wadham (1999), children need stories as a way of making 

human connections and understanding each other. Wopperer (2011) agreed that plot 

should be universal and appealing to all readers. Wopperer (2011) stressed the 

importance of plot, realistic characters, an accurate representation of disability, 

meaningful illustrations, and person-first language. It is noteworthy that Wopperer quotes 

school librarians regarding how they promote literacy and carry out library programming 

with inclusive literature, but she does not investigate how teachers use these books in 

their classrooms. This underscores a glaring omission in the professional literature 

concerning how teachers use books with characters with disabilities in their classrooms. 

Focusing on actual usage is critical, as teachers plan and deliver the school-based 
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educational experiences that help to shape the knowledge, understanding, and attitudes of 

their students. 

Teachers’ Use of Inclusive Literature 

Successful picture book experiences are characterized by facilitated discussions 

between adults and children. Lambert (2006) argued that picture books should be 

evaluated as complete read-aloud experiences, not only as the books alone. In order to 

understand the full potential of inclusive picture books to affect attitudes of children with 

and without disabilities when shared during routine classroom read aloud, effective 

teacher read-aloud practices are explored in this section. Read-aloud practices for 

academic skill development will be recognized, followed by read aloud to address 

affective variables such as awareness, understanding, and acceptance of disability 

through bibliotherapy. Read aloud to teach students about disability will also be 

investigated. 

Using Read Aloud to Build Reading Skills 

Reading aloud to children is critical for creating the foundational knowledge and 

skills they need to become fluent readers (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, and Wilkinson, 

1985).  Abundant research about reading aloud for this purpose has been published. A 

comprehensive review of all the read-aloud studies is beyond the scope of this chapter; 

however, an overview of the academic literature relevant to this study revealed evidence 

that reading aloud may increase vocabulary, improve listening comprehension, promote 

syntactic development, and increase word recognition (Lane & Wright, 2007). To 

accomplish these goals, scholars have advocated dialogic reading (Flynn, 2011; Hargrave 
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& Sénéchal, 2000), shared reading (Blewitt, Rump, Shealy, & Cook, 2009), interactive 

reading (McGee & Schickedanz, 2007; Wasik & Bond, 2001), and repeated reading 

(Martinez & Roser, 1985). Other authors advocated Text Talk (Beck & McKeown, 2001) 

and anchored instruction (Silverman, 2007) to improve literacy skills in children. Where 

and how teachers should read aloud was described (Heath, Sheen, Leavy, Young, & 

Money, 2005; Lane & Wright, 2007), and two studies were identified that explored how 

teachers read aloud without the intervention of a researcher (Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 

1993; Jacobs, Morrison, and Swinyard, 2000).  

Regardless of the approach to read-aloud described, each of these studies 

incorporated one or more of four key teacher activities: careful book selection, thorough 

book introduction, enhancement techniques throughout the read-aloud, and follow up 

discussion that lead to a successful read aloud experience in terms of meeting teachers’ 

educational objectives. Books were chosen for clear illustrations, minimal text, and a 

developmentally appropriate plot that was new to the students. Teachers conducted a 

thorough book introduction, briefly explaining the characters and the problem. Teachers 

used techniques to enhance student understanding, such as pointing to illustrations, using 

gestures, inserting definitions, and modeling the behaviors of a skilled reader. Effective 

read-alouds include the discussion of open-ended questions that prompt student thinking 

about the book from beginning to end. Using effective read-aloud strategies is germane to 

this discussion because the use of these strategies when reading aloud books about 

students with disabilities may facilitate the development of critical affective variables 

such as awareness, understanding, and acceptance of disabilities, the purpose for using 



37 

 

books about disabilities in the first place. Using books to effect affective outcomes is 

sometimes referred to as bibliotherapy. 

Using Read Aloud to Address Affective Outcomes 

Several authors have advocated the use of children’s literature to change attitudes 

and improve understanding (Dobo, 1982; Haeseler, 2009; Maich & Kean, 2004; 

Robinson, Hughes, & Manning; 2002). Similar to Wiseman’s (2011) approach using 

multicultural literature to influence acceptance and understanding of social justice issues, 

Maich & Kean (2004) advocated the integration of inclusion literature during typical 

classroom read aloud to facilitate the development of inclusive classroom learning 

communities. Iaquinta and Hipsky (2006) also specifically targeted inclusive classrooms 

in their recommendations to use children’s literature about children with disabilities to 

help students accept differences. Andrews (1998), Beckett, Ellsion, Barrett, & Shah 

(2010), Haeseler (2009), Kitterman (2002), Stelle (1999), and Wopperer (2011) 

concurred about the benefits of this approach. These studies relate to the recommendation 

by Battistich, et al. (1998) to use literature to promote a sense of community in the 

classroom. Matthew and Clow (2007) agreed, and argued that teachers should go beyond 

delivering information about disabilities and include characters with disabilities as part of 

the typical selection of books they share with their students. Hughes (2012) and Lobron 

and Selman (2007) suggested that diversifying the classroom collection of picture books 

could give children positive foundational knowledge about social justice issues. 

While several authors advocated the use of inclusion or disability literature to 

increase awareness, understanding, and acceptance of disability through a 
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bibliotherapeutic approach, only two articles reviewed offered specific recommendations 

that relate to teacher behaviors for effective read-aloud discussed earlier, one regarding 

book selection (Gavigan and Kurtts, 2011), the other regarding the delivery of the story 

(Heath, Sheen, Leavy, Young, and Money, 2005). Gavigan and Kurtts (2011) 

recommended selecting books that portray disability in a realistic manner where 

characters with disabilities engage in meaningful relationships with peers without 

disabilities. Heath, Sheen, Leavy, Young, and Money (2005) provided general guidelines 

for selecting books for bibliotherapeutic applications but stressed the delivery of the 

story. They claimed that teacher tone of voice, volume and rate of speech, responsive 

expressions and gestures, and eye contact with the listeners are as important as asking 

appropriate questions and providing post-reading activities. These authors make their 

recommendations based on clinical best practice, without providing empirical data to 

support their advice. However, a careful search of the literature did reveal several 

empirical studies that address this issue. These are summarized next. 

Using Read Aloud for Students with Disabilities 

Trepanier-Street and Romatowski (1996) studied the effects of a program of read-

alouds and follow up activities with carefully selected books that featured characters with 

disabilities. They found kindergarten and first grade students’ attitudes toward children 

with disabilities were positively influenced by the read-aloud program. In a series of 

studies, Favazza and Odom (1997), Favazza, Phillipsen, and Kumar (2000), and 

Nilolaraizi, et al. (2005) used the Acceptance Scale for Kindergarten (ASK), then the 

Acceptance Scale for Kindergarten – Revised (ASK-R), along with the Inventory of 
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Disability Representation (IDR) to measure attitudes of kindergarten students before and 

after a multi-component intervention program comprised of direct, indirect, and no 

contact with children with disabilities. Direct contact involved face-to-face playtime, 

while indirect contact consisted of storybook reading with follow-up activities. The 

findings of the 1997 study suggested that more exposure to students with disabilities 

resulted in more acceptance of disability by typical peers. Moreover, Favarra and Odom 

(1997) noted that the kindergarten teachers in their study did not have books about 

disability in their classroom libraries and recommended adding these books as an 

inexpensive way to increase exposure during the natural setting of kindergarten story 

time. 

In the follow up to the 1997 study, Favazza, Phillipsen, and Kumar (2000) tested 

the reliability of the ASK-R with children of color and low socio-economic status during 

a similar intervention of direct, indirect, and no contact with children with disabilities. 

They found children who received the indirect exposure to disability through story books, 

follow-up school activities, and a home component increased their level of acceptance 

equivalent to the children who had direct contact with children with disabilities during a 

play group. Not only did scores on the ASK-R increase butalso teachers observed their 

students greeting and interacting with children with disabilities throughout the school day 

and including children with disabilities in their artwork. These results suggested that the 

purposeful and careful use of children’s literature featuring characters with disabilities 

may make a positive impact of inclusive attitudes of young children. In the same study, a 
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teacher questionnaire confirmed that the teachers had limited knowledge and resources to 

introduce disability to typically developing children.  

Based on the results of these studies, Nikolaraizi, et al. (2005) recommended that 

books and follow up activities be systematically integrated into the curriculum to 

encourage positive feelings toward children with disabilities. Still questions linger. 

Indeed, researchers directed the interventions in these studies. Would classroom teachers 

follow these recommendations on their own? Without access to a university library 

database, membership in a professional organization, or subscription to an expensive 

professional journal, it may be unlikely that practicing educators would even have access 

to published advice from leaders in the field. Certainly, the results of these studies 

support for the need to investigate the knowledge and use of inclusive literature in 

primary grade classrooms by general education teachers without the support of 

researchers. 

Summary 

 This review of the literature related to the proposed research study investigated 

the educational placement of students with disabilities and children’s early attitudes 

toward school. Disability in picture books was analyzed and teacher practices regarding 

read aloud and community building in the context for learning were explored. Studies 

that examined teacher use of children’s literature during routine classroom read aloud to 

support inclusive practice when not implementing a disability awareness program are 

noticeably absent from the professional literature. This omission provides a foundation 

and rationale for this study to explore the following research question and sub-questions: 
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How do general education teachers in the primary grades (Pre-K – Grade 3) 

use picture books to support inclusive practice? 

a. How does the book selection process support inclusive practice? 

b. How do the read-aloud strategies used support inclusive practice? 

The following chapter will describe the qualitative research design and methodology that 

will be used to investigate these phenomena. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

This research study employed a qualitative approach to explore the following 

research question and sub-questions: 

How do general education teachers in the primary grades (Pre-K – Grade 3) 

use picture books to support inclusive practice? 

a. How does the book selection process support inclusive practice? 

b. How do the read-aloud strategies used support inclusive practice? 

Creswell (2007) advised disclosure of a researcher’s philosophical assumptions, 

paradigms, and interpretive communities in preparation for determining the appropriate 

research design to study a particular phenomenon. Philosophical assumptions, according 

to Creswell (2007), include the ontological, epistemological, axiological, rhetorical, and 

methodological perspectives of the researcher. The guiding paradigm or worldview 

involves the set of beliefs the researcher brings to the study. Finally, a reference to 

influential interpretive communities is required to reveal the interpretive lens through 

which the researcher views the problem to be investigated. 

The five philosophical assumptions that guided this research provided insights 

into the researcher’s views on the nature of reality (ontological), the nature and scope of 

knowledge (epistemological), the role of values (axiological), the language of research 
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(rhetorical), and the process and procedures adopted to explore the research questions 

(methodological). The researcher acknowledged the existence of multiple realities 

determined by the various roles, responsibilities, and lived experiences of the participants 

in the study. These differing perspectives were honored, respected, and reported as 

adding richness to the data collected. The nature of the knowledge tapped by this study 

reflected the attitudes and actions of certified general education teachers in the primary 

grades of an inclusive elementary school. The scope of this knowledge was limited by the 

participants’ own education and experience as well as their willingness to report their 

views. The researcher recognized that this study was value-laden and that biases of both 

the participants and researcher regarding the full access to and engaged participation in 

the school community for students with disabilities may have influenced the results of the 

study. The recognized biases of the researcher will be revealed in the subjectivity section 

of this proposal. The outcomes of this research were reported in a narrative style, 

including quotations from participants, in an effort to accurately represent the attitudes 

and actions of the individuals interviewed. These philosophical assumptions about this 

research study allowed a qualitative research methodology to emerge. My paradigm or 

worldview of this study will be explored next. 

The goal of this research study was to understand how general education teachers 

in the primary grades use picture books to support inclusive practice in an inclusive 

elementary school using a social constructivist/pragmatic paradigm. By focusing on 

understanding the context of these teachers’ work, as well as the attitudes and actions 

they reported, a meaningful interpretation of the phenomenon being studied emerged. 
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Moreover I am acutely interested in applying the results of this study to teacher 

preparation and in-service professional development, thus the pragmatic position. The 

interpretive lens for this study will also be examined. 

Creswell (2007) and Mertens (1998) might define the interpretive lens for this 

study as a disability perspective. They characterized research that examines an element of 

inclusive practice in schools from multiple sources of data as disability inquiry. This 

study was focused on picture book read aloud as a means of supporting inclusive 

practice. Data were gathered from ten general education teachers across grades Pre-K 

through Grade 3 with varying years of teaching experience. Before identifying and 

describing the design of this qualitative research study, researcher subjectivity should be 

addressed. 

Subjectivity 

 Peshkin (1988) asserted the imperative for a researcher to systematically disclose 

her subjectivity. The identity, culture, and voice (Faircloth, 2009) of the researcher will 

influence the approach to this topic of research. Researcher biases are described 

according to Peshkin’s (1988) six aspects of subjectivity. 

 Peshkin (1988) termed his potential ethnic bias Ethnic Maintenance. At the time 

of the study, the researcher was a middle-aged, middle class white woman born, raised, 

educated (K-12 and post-secondary), and employed in predominately white communities 

and schools. During her doctoral studies at The University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro (UNCG), issues of equity education were revealed in ways not previously 

imagined. An exploration of this awakening is beyond the scope of this proposal, but the 



45 

 

researcher intentionally and consistently checked her exceedingly white, middle-class 

values as the study was conducted. Nevertheless, ethnicity may have influenced the study 

in ways that cannot be predicted. At the same time, the researcher’s idealistic and naïve 

wish for students of differing race, ethnicity, gender, and ability to work together as a 

classroom community may fall under Peshkin’s (1988) label E Pluribus Unum. 

 Community Maintenance behavior influenced the approach to this research. Since 

the study addressed building community in classrooms, the researcher brought her own 

attitude about the significance of creating a sense of classroom community and belonging 

as a prerequisite to learning to this work. From this belief in the importance of 

community and the necessity for all members to be valued comes another significant area 

of subjectivity, Justice Seeking. 

  The researcher started first grade in the fall of 1965 in a small city in northern 

Virginia. The school system implemented homogeneous grouping. It was not until high 

school that she shared a classroom with a person of color. She never had a teacher of 

color. She never knowingly had a student with a disability in any classes. Despite the 

presence of children of migrant workers every fall, she was never introduced to an 

English language learner. This pattern continued into her undergraduate college days. 

There were no women of color in the all-girl dormitory or sorority, and though there must 

have been students from culturally and ethnically diverse backgrounds in her classes, she 

cannot say that she ever befriended anyone who didn’t look and talk like her.  

 Following college graduation she decided to become a teacher and received a job 

as an instructional assistant in an inclusive elementary school while completing the 
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requirements for licensure. Early discomfort around children with disabilities slowly 

evaporated over the next few years, and the researcher became a staunch advocate for 

including students with disabilities in the general education classroom with their typically 

developing peers. Since coming to UNCG, her passion for inclusive practice has been 

strengthened and extended to encompass children from diverse backgrounds. It will be 

impossible for her to fully suspend her attitudes toward inclusive practice. Justice 

Seeking, especially for children with disabilities, certainly influenced this research.  

 Finally, because the researcher is a teacher at heart she struggled with the role of 

Pedagogical-Meliorist. From observing student interns and their cooperating teachers, 

the researcher learned that she wants to jump into classroom situations and demonstrate 

effective, interactive read aloud. It was difficult for the researcher to silently listen to 

educators describe teaching practices that she did not embrace and had to remind herself 

of her role as a researcher. Because the researcher so strongly associated her identity with 

“teacher,” the Nonresearch Human appeared throughout the study, especially in the 

research site, the researcher’s home school system. The researcher’s familiarity with the 

school and teachers allowed her to begin with the trust of the participants but may have 

interfered with her ability to report their practice. Having disclosed the researcher’s 

philosophical assumptions, worldview, interpretive lens, and subjectivity brought to this 

study, the next section will identify and describe the research design implemented to 

answer the research question and sub-questions. 

 

 



47 

 

Research Design 

 Research questions, researcher control over events, and a contemporary or 

historical focus drive the selection of the research design and methodology of a study 

(Yin, 2009). When a researcher is interested in how and why questions, has no control 

over participant behavior, and is interested in contemporary events, Yin (2009) 

recommended the use of case study research to study a phenomenon. The proposed study 

fits these criteria and may be considered an explanatory case study because it investigated 

the how and why of decision-making by general education teachers regarding the use of 

picture books to support inclusive practice. 

 Case study research encompasses five elements of research design (a) research 

question(s), (b) study propositions, (c) unit(s) of analysis, (d) links between data and 

propositions, and (e) criteria for interpreting the data (Yin, 2009). The primary research 

question in this study concerns the use of picture books by general education teachers to 

support inclusive practice in the primary grades of an inclusive elementary school. The 

study propositions are the school environment, the learning context, teachers who read 

the books aloud, the students who listen to the stories and view the illustrations, and the 

picture books themselves. How did these educators select the books they shared with 

their students and what read-aloud strategies did they employ to engage their student in 

the read aloud experience? Supporting inclusive practice through read aloud suggests 

some understanding of disability in children’s literature. How much did the educators in 

this study know about the representation of disability in children’s literature and did they 
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have access to high-quality materials for children that portray characters with disabilities 

in appropriate ways? These propositions help define the units of analysis. 

 The units of analysis to be studied for this case study research study were the 

read-aloud decision-making and activities of a group of Pre-K through Grade 3 general 

education teachers in an inclusive elementary school. These data were collected through 

interviews with the study participants. Categorical analysis was used to link the study 

propositions to the data collected (Yin, 2009). The decision-making and activities of the 

identified educators were represented within and across grade levels, educational 

background, and length of service (both to the profession and to the selected school site) 

by themes identified after thorough analyses of the interviews.  The findings were 

interpreted as they applied to elements of the study’s conceptual framework. 

 Care was taken to ensure the quality and credibility of this research study. 

Through the triangulation of data sources, member checking, peer review and debriefing, 

honesty in disclosing researcher bias, and presenting the findings in careful, detailed, 

descriptive writing, trustworthiness of the findings was established  (Creswell, 2007). 

Site Selection 

The sites and participants were selected for this study and data were collected in 

accordance with the requirements for conducting research with human subjects through 

the Office of Research Compliance at UNCG. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

granted permission for this study before any data collection commenced and the protocol 

described in the IRB application was followed strictly and consistently. All IRB 
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documents (IRB approval, informed consent form, and recruitment form) appear in 

Appendix A. 

The Magnolia County (pseudonym) school system embraced an inclusive 

philosophy. While a continuum of placements for students with disabilities was in place, 

the majority of students with disabilities were included with their typical peers for most 

of the school day in the primary grades. This school system was chosen as the research 

site because school leaders and educators have embraced an inclusive philosophy of 

special education for more than 20 years. The Virginia Department of Education reports 

Least Restrictive Environment Data for all Virginia school districts 

(http://www.doe.virginia.gov/statistics_reports/index.shtml). Magnolia County’s 

commitment to inclusive practice was documented through the high percentage of 

students with disabilities included in general education classrooms. It is noteworthy that 

Magnolia County’s percentage of students spending more than 80% of their time in 

regular classrooms exceeds the state-wide figures. Table 1 compares the Least Restrictive 

Environment percentages for Magnolia County and the Commonwealth of Virginia 

between 2005 and 2011 (the most recent date available). 

 

  

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/statistics_reports/index.shtml
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Table 1 

Comparison of Least Restrictive Environment Percentages: 80% or More of Time Inside 

Regular Classroom 

 

School Year     Magnolia County Virginia 

 

2010-2011     82%   55.3% 

2009-2010     83%   59% 

2008-2009     90%   56% 

2007-2008     88%   57% 

2006-2007     89%   54% 

2005-2006     89%   56% 

 

 

This long-time commitment to inclusive practice allowed the researcher to successfully 

recruit a purposeful sample of classroom teachers to share their thoughts about school 

climate, picture books, read-aloud, and how these propositions work together to support 

inclusive practice. 

Paddington Farms Elementary School (pseudonym) was chosen as the inclusive 

site for this case study. After extensive redistricting in the county, a larger more diverse 

student body entered a new school building in the fall of 2012. An additional result of 

redistricting was uniting teachers from several existing schools as well as teachers new to 
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the profession. There were several sections of each grade level, providing opportunities to 

select all ten participants from the same school.  

Participant Selection 

Ten primary grade teachers (Pre-K – Grade 3) were recruited to participate in the 

study through electronic mail invitation in accordance with the IRB protocol. Through 

consultation with the principal, one experienced teacher (more than five years of service) 

and one novice teacher (five or fewer years of teaching experience) were recruited for the 

study, except in first grade where there were only experienced teachers. All teachers 

recruited for the study accepted the invitation to participate. 

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

 Data collection began by gathering demographic data on the school and personnel 

participating in the study. No individually identifying characteristics of the school or the 

participants are being reported and pseudonyms will be used to protect the identity of the 

participants. The demographic data collection sheet for individual participants can be 

found in Appendix B. 

 In order to elicit responses to the research questions, interviews were conducted 

with each of the participants. The interview questions were based on the professional 

literature on community building in elementary schools; children’s literature as a means 

to promote awareness, understanding, and acceptance of disability; effective read-aloud 

strategies; and disability in children’s literature. Table 2 illustrates the alignment of 

interview questions to the research questions with references to the professional 

literature.  
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Table 2 

Alignment of Interview Questions to Research Questions 

Research 

Questions 

Interview Questions Links to the Literature 

Background: 

 

● Tell me about your school culture 

or climate. 

● Describe any particular school-

wide mission, philosophy, or 

theme that guides your work with 

children. 

● Describe the social or extra-

curricular school-sponsored 

activities your students participate 

in. 

● How are students with disabilities 

included in those activities? 

 

● Describe how you build a sense 

of community among the children 

in your classroom (school). 

● How do you promote 

cooperation? 

● How do you foster or encourage 

positive relationships between 

students with and without 

disabilities? (e.g. seating them 

near each other, grouping them 

for class activities) 

Baker (2006)  

Birch & Ladd (1997)  

Battistich, Solomon, & 

Watson (1998) 

Battistich, 

Solomon,Watson, & 

Schaps (1997)  

DEC/NAEYC (2009) 

Meadan, & Monda-Amaya 

(2008)  

Solomon, Watson, 

Battistich, Schaps, & 

Delucchi (1996)  

Valeski & Stipek (2001)  
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Research 

Question: 

How do 

general 

education 

teachers in the 

primary grades 

use picture 

books to 

support 

inclusive 

practice? 

● Tell me about the ways you use 

picture books in your classroom. 

● Teacher Assigned Review? 

● Student Selected Review? 

● Teacher Read-Aloud? 

 

● How do you think read-aloud 

time could contribute to 

community building, especially 

for students with disabilities? 

● Do you think your read-aloud 

time supports inclusive practice? 

Andrews (1998) 

Dobo (1982) 

Favazza & Odom (1997) 

Favazza Phillipsen, & 

Kumar (2001) 

Gavigan & Kurtts (2011) 

Iaquinta & Hipsky (2006) 

Lobron & Selman (2007)  

Maich & Kean (2004) 

Morgan (2009) 

Trepanier-Street & 

Romatowski (1996)  

Wan (2006) 

Sub-Question 

1: 

How does 

book selection 

support 

inclusive 

practice? 

 

● How do you select the books you 

read aloud to your students? 

● Are the selections mandated by 

curriculum or your choice or 

both? 

● Do you consider characters with 

disabilities when you select the 

books to read aloud? 

● If yes, can you give me some  

examples of your favorite 

children’s books that feature 

characters with disabilities? 

● If no, why not? 

● Have your choices and decision 

making about read-aloud changed 

during this school year, with the 

Beckett, Ellison, Barrett, & 

Shah (2010)  

Hoppe (2004) 

Kitterman (2002) 

Matthew & Clow (2007) 

Mellon (1989)  

Prater & Dyches (2008)  

Saunders (2004) 

Serafini (2012) 

Sipe (1998) 

Wolfenbarger & Sipe 

(2007) 

Wopperer (2011)  

Worotynec (2004) 
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opening of your new school and 

the changes in the school 

population from years past? 

● Are you reading different kinds of 

books? 

● Are you selecting books with 

different types of characters? 

● Have you had any professional 

preparation or inservice PD 

regarding disability in picture 

books? 

● Is that a topic that is of interest to 

you? 

Sub-Question 

2: 

How do read- 

aloud 

strategies 

support 

inclusive 

practice? 

● Tell me about read-aloud time in 

your classroom  

● Frequency, time of day, topics 

covered? 

● What are your goals for read-

aloud time? 

● How do you determine whether 

or not those goals have been met? 

● How do you engage your students 

during read-aloud time? 

● Describe the discussions or 

activities that follow read-aloud 

time. 

● Have you made any changes in 

the activities you use to follow-up 

read-aloud time? 

Beck & McKeown (2001) 

Hoffman (2011) 

Hoffman, Roser, & Battle 

(1993) 

Jacobs, Morrison, & 

Swinyard (2000) 

Lane & Wright (2007) 

Martinez & Roser (1985) 

McGee & Schickedanz 

(2007) 

Sipe (2000)  

Sipe (2012) 

Wasik & Bond (2001) 

Wiseman (2011)  

Zucker, Justice, Piasta, & 

Kaderavek (2010)  
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General education teachers were interviewed individually at times selected by the 

participants during January and February 2013. Interviews took place on site either in the 

teacher’s classroom or conference room depending on the preference of the participant. 

Participants were not interviewed in any specified order. Participants were interviewed to 

understand their insights about read-aloud, the books they select to share with their 

students, and how read-aloud can build classroom community and support inclusive 

practice for students with disabilities. The interview questions appear in Appendix C. 

Interviews were recorded on a digital voice recorder and transcribed verbatim. These 

transcripts were used for data analysis. 

Data Analysis and Representation 

 The goal of data analysis in case study research is to describe the case and setting 

in detail, learn how different sets of data collected relate to each other, and help us make 

sense of the phenomenon being studied (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). The data collected in 

this case study was analyzed through an iterative process. Transcripts were read 

repeatedly and critically and then coded. Recognizing the repetition of codes across many 

interviews may be considered categorical aggregation (Stake, 1995). These aggregated 

codes were collapsed to identify common themes. These themes were analyzed by and 

across teachers, grade levels, and years of teaching experience (Cooper, 2009; Creswell 

● Have you had any professional 

preparation or inservice PD 

regarding read aloud? 

● Is that a topic that is of interest to 

you? 
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2007). Primary grade general education teacher access to, knowledge of, and engagement 

with picture books to support inclusive practice in an inclusive school were reported from 

the data analysis. The emergent findings offered insights into possible avenues for 

teacher preparation and in-service professional development concerning teacher read-

aloud to build classroom community and support inclusive practice.   

Establishing Trustworthiness 

 Establishing the trustworthiness of a qualitative study can be accomplished in 

many ways. The current study followed the criteria recommended by Whittemore, Chase, 

and Mandle (2001); credibility, authenticity, criticality, and integrity. Credibility refers to 

the accurate representation of the information participants’ reported. This was 

accomplished by sharing the findings with the participants to verify that their meaning 

has been correctly represented, a practice called member checking (Creswell, 2007). This 

was accomplished following the data analysis by electronic mail correspondence with 

each participant. The text of the electronic mail to establish credibility through member 

checking appears in Appendix D. Each participant received a copy of the verbatim 

transcript of her interview and the emergent themes of the interview. The participants 

reported no discrepancies between their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives and the 

identified themes. Authenticity, or the inclusion of many perspectives, was achieved by 

gathering information from general education teachers across five grade levels. Criticality 

of the entire study was monitored through the use of peer review and debriefing 

(Creswell, 2007).  A second researcher read and reviewed 50% of the data gathered by 

studying the transcripts of one interview per grade level in the study. Following the 
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second researcher’s identification of categories and themes, a peer review and debriefing 

meeting occurred. Differences in interpretation regarding two themes were noted and 

discussion followed until consensus was reached on the wording of the themes. Integrity 

of the study was preserved through maintaining a chain of evidence (Yin, 2009), 

following the procedures of data collection, analysis, and interpretation with fidelity and 

faithfulness. 

Summary 

 This research study responded to the research question for these general education 

teacher-participants in this school. Careful site selection, purposeful sampling, attentive 

listening to teacher interviews, and thoughtful interpretation of the findings came together 

to provide the researcher with sufficient data to learn how general education teachers in 

the primary grades (Pre-K through Grade 3) in one inclusive elementary school use 

picture books to support inclusive practice in their classrooms. This knowledge may 

inform teacher preparation and in-service professional development activities regarding 

children’s literature to support inclusive practice. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF DATA  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 The purpose of this study was to discover the ways teachers in the primary grades 

of an inclusive elementary school used picture books to promote understanding, 

awareness, and acceptance of students with disabilities, thereby supporting inclusive 

practice. A review of the relevant literature identified a lack empirical research studying 

this phenomenon, despite recommendations for teachers to use children’s literature for 

this purpose (Andrews, 1998; Beckett, Ellison, Barrett, & Shaw, 2010; Gavigan & Kurtts, 

2011; Haeseler, 2009; Kitterman, 2002) and researchers’ efforts to implement disability 

awareness programs that included children’s literature (Favazza & Odom, 1997; Favazza, 

Phillipsen, & Kumar, 2000; Nikolaraizi, et al., 2005; Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 

1996). A qualitative case study design was employed to explore the research question and 

sub-questions: 

How do general education teachers in the primary grades (Pre-K – Grade 3) 

use picture books to support inclusive practice? 

c. How does the book selection process support inclusive practice? 

d. How do the read-aloud strategies support inclusive practice? 

This qualitative case study included collection of demographic data regarding the 

research site and teacher participants, as well as interviews with ten teachers two teachers 
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from each grade level Pre-K through Grade 3. Interview questions were developed from 

the related literature concerning school climate, community building, read-aloud 

practices, and disability in children literature. This chapter will present the demographic 

data collected and an analysis of the interview data gathered. 

Demographic Data 

Site 

Paddington Farms Elementary School had a 2012-2013 enrollment of 389 

students in grades Pre-K – Grade 5. The total number of students with disabilities was 39 

(10%). None of the students with disabilities were taught in a separate classroom for 

students with disabilities. All 39 students were assigned to general education classrooms. 

The school’s student ethnic summary showed 91.26% white, 3.86% black, 1.03% Asian, 

and 3.86% mixed or bi-racial students. Free and reduced lunch was served to 54.2% of 

the student population. There were two sections of Pre-K, five sections of kindergarten, 

four first grade classes, three sections each of second, third, and fourth grade, and two 

fifth grade classes. The average number of students in each class was 17 (K. B. Wertz, 

personal communication, February 6, 2013). 

Participants 

After acquiring informed consent, demographic data were collected. The participants in 

this study were ten general education teacher two teachers from each grade level, Pre-K – 

Grade 3 and they are all white females. Their length of service to the profession ranged 

from six months at the time of the interview to 20 years of teaching experience. Table 3 

summarizes the demographic data collected from each of the teachers with participant 
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names (pseudonyms) and alphabetical by grade level for clarity of discussion. Teachers 

new to Paddington Farms Elementary School during the 2012-2013 school year are noted 

with an asterisk. 

 

Table 3 

Demographic Information by Grade Level  

Participant 

Name  

(Pseudonym) 

Grade Length 

of 

Service 

Degree Major Area of 

Study 

Gender Race 

Alice* Pre-K 20 years Bachelors Curriculum & 

Instruction, 

PreK-5 

Special 

Education, PreK-

12, Mental 

Retardation 

F W 

Anna* Pre-K 6 

months 

Bachelors Elementary 

Education, 

concentrations in 

Special 

Education and 

History 

F W 
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Betty Kindergarten 12 years Masters Curriculum & 

Instruction, 

PreK-6 

F W 

Bonnie Kindergarten 2 years Bachelors Curriculum & 

Instruction, 

PreK-6 

F W 

Carly* First 15 years Masters Early Childhood 

Education/Child 

Development 

F W 

Colleen* First 12 years Bachelors Early Childhood 

Education 

F W 

Daisy* Second 6 

months 

Masters Curriculum & 

Instruction, 

PreK-6 

F W 

Diana Second 13 years Masters Curriculum & 

Instruction, K-4 

F W 

Elaine Third 4 years Masters Curriculum & 

Instruction, 

concentration in 

Library-Media 

Studies 

F W 

Emily* Third 2 years Masters Early Childhood F W 



62 

 

Education, PreK-

3 

Early Childhood 

Special 

Education, Birth-

Kindergarten 

* Indicates a teacher new to Paddington Farms Elementary School 

 

Each teacher was interviewed following the collection of demographic data. Each 

interview began with a conversation about the school culture or climate at Paddington 

Farms Elementary School and progressed through the interview questions listed in 

Chapter III.  

Interview Questions 

The interview questions were developed from the review of the literature. They 

addressed the school culture and climate, as well as the research questions. It was 

important to understand the underlying school culture and climate in order to evaluate the 

impact, if any, of school culture and climate on teacher read aloud practice. The interview 

questions appear in Appendix C. 

The following themes are organized in two areas school culture and climate and 

how read-aloud supported inclusive practice. A discussion of the relationship between 

these two areas appears in Chapter V. 
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Themes 

 The data analysis procedures outlined in Chapter III produced a number of themes 

in response to the interview questions.  The Paddington Farms Elementary School culture 

and climate were characterized by two overall themes and provided useful foundational 

information about the way of life at the school:  

● Teachers put children first, build community, and make connections between 

home and school without regard for student ability. 

● All school-sponsored extracurricular activities include all children regardless of 

ability. 

The following themes emerged in response to the research questions: 

● Teachers use daily read aloud to foster community building and a love of reading 

and books, with grade level differences in academic goals for read-aloud time. 

● The picture books read aloud are not inclusive and teachers lack knowledge about 

inclusive picture books. 

● Teachers believe their read alouds support inclusive practice. 

Each of the themes will be discussed and supported by data from individual teachers. 

Teachers put children first, build community, and make connections between home 

and school without regard for student ability 

Strategies for building community were shared by the teachers. Many teachers 

described Morning Meetings (Kriete, 2002) in which students begin each day by greeting 

each other, sharing experiences, and sometimes problem-solving challenges in their 
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classrooms. They also described Bucket-Filling (McCloud, 2006) a practice of caring for 

others and performing kind deeds. Colleen explained: 

 

In the school this year we’ve had a school-wide theme about being bucket fillers, 

you know, based on some literature, how full is your bucket, have you filled a 

bucket today, just talking about how to, to help people feel good and to avoid 

hurting their feelings, so that, you know, we do a lot of get to know you activities, 

a lot of brainstorming about how we can treat each other with kindness, what are 

some things that hurt people’s feelings, we do some role playing, and then there’s 

lots of talking in the moment when things happen. 

 

 

Teachers described community building as a priority, even above academic achievement. 

Many teachers mentioned putting the needs of children first. Alice, a Pre-K teacher said: 

 

You know the theme of community and um, especially in, in preschool having 

um, that first connection making the children feel like they’re part of their school 

community, you know, as well as we support their, their home and we, you know, 

kind of interweave those two together.  

 

 

She continued, “before any kind of learning or anything can take place, that community 

that, um, that feeling has to be there.” Carly, a first grade teacher, echoed that sentiment 

“caring for the children in an overall setting is more important than anything we really do 

academically.”  

 

Alice also talked about ensuring that children feel safe and loved: 

I often tell the kids . . . I’m kinda like your mommy here and I would you know, 

make all the decisions based on your safety and your love. I give you food, I take 

care of any needs that you have and you know all of these children are like your 

brothers and your sisters and it that’s, that’s really important is the care and the 

love we give each other.   
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She also helps young parents understand the importance of putting their children’s needs 

above their own, “Many of times their parents are very young and they’re very self-

driven. They very, their parents are very selfish and unfortunately is all about you know 

what the parent needs.”  She shared the school’s commitment to home visits and 

delivering food to families in need, “You know we do you know some home visits and 

we try to deliver some food and we do kinda some home visiting type, type things.” 

Another teacher mentioned that the commitment to caring includes staff, as well as 

students. 

Carly noted the family atmosphere at the school, where everyone works together 

and takes care of each other. She went on to say that teachers and staff not only support 

children but support each other on a daily basis, “I’m seeing that that really is the case as 

a teacher that it’s just a large family and everyone is very working together, looking out 

for each other, and figuring out how to best support each other and the kids.” Daisy, a 

first year teacher in second grade, agreed:  

 

I think there’s also a desire community amongst the staff here and even though 

this year that has expanded a little bit, I think that [the principal] has worked very 

hard to try and keep that Paddington Farms community of people knowing each 

other, people knowing what’s going on in each other’s lives, so that we can 

support each other, um because there are days that it’s hard and if you don’t feel 

like you know anyone and you don’t have support it’s hard to get through those 

difficult days and come back to school the next day. 

 

 

The concept of caring was also emphasized by Emily, a third grade teacher: 

 

 

I feel like here at Paddington Farms that we really try to make the community, our 

class, our culture, and our school to be something that feels open, welcoming, it’s 
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a safe place, and we really try to make sure that all of our children feel cared for 

and because they’re cared for they will learn.  

 

 

She continued, “I need to make sure that they know no matter what happens, when they 

come here I care about them.” In Emily’s classroom, all students must “check in” with 

her first thing in the morning so “I can kind of gauge their mood.” She also insists on 

saying a personal goodbye to each student at the end of the day, “They are not allowed to 

walk out the door until they say goodbye to me and usually we do it one of three ways, 

they can give me a high five, a hug, or a handshake.” Emily believes in maintaining a 

caring classroom where “everybody talks to each other and nobody is left out or excluded 

at any time.”  

Another third grade teacher, Elaine, became emotional when describing the way 

she fosters relationships between students with and without disabilities: 

 

Oh, how do I foster relationships? I would say, I really don’t try to differentiate in 

that way. We’re all just people in this classroom and I don’t really try to say let’s 

go help this person. I think that through our class meetings, [pause] I think I’m 

gonna cry, [teacher cried, then laughed] I think that through, I’m sorry, it’s just 

something that’s kind of near and dear to my heart. Just that through modeling the 

class meetings and the teacher being a caring person that hopefully students see 

that and will be kind to one another. 

 

 

Another teacher also talked about building relationships between students with 

and without disabilities. Betty, a kindergarten teacher, described a child with a disability 

in her class: 

 

I have a little boy who’s visually impaired so he often requires someone to help 

him get to a certain area or to navigate something we’re dong and they’re 

wonderful, I mean, they ask to do so, we talk about you know, what a great friend 
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you are to be able to help do that, so the next I have four people line up to help do 

that, so I think that’s gong really well. My only concern is I don’t want them to be 

his helpers, I want them to be his friends, so we’re really careful to make sure that 

he’s doing something, as well, you know he carry something for them or he can 

take something to them. 

 

 

The treatment of a student with a disability was mentioned by other teachers, as well. 

Diana, a second grade teacher, described her inclusive classroom community, “It 

has to be the community and that child can’t be disabled child, that kid needs to be the 

kid in the community.” She emphasized respect and kindness in her classroom: 

 

My classroom is all about respect and respect for everybody, for everything, so 

the first thing the kids learn when they come in is that I respect them and I expect 

them to respect each other. I mean that’s the big thing at the very beginning, I 

mean that’s my big word, is respect and respectful. I expect them to be kind to 

each other, even if they hate each other. We have had some personality clashes 

and I tell them that it doesn’t matter if they like each other and they have to be 

kind and respectful.  

 

 

Diana also finds value in taking time to get to know each other: 

 

 

That’s, that’s one of the ways I build a community is by, they get to tell their own 

stories to me and those stories are very, very important to me and so for the first 

probably six weeks of school, we spend a lot of time getting to know each other 

very, very well and telling each other our own personal stories.  

 

 

Diana carried the ideas about community building over into academics when she 

described the flexible and cooperative learning groups in which her students work 

throughout the day: 

 

You notice the tables are set up in cooperative learning groups, but the kids, their 

names are on the chairs. I move them all over the place. They put their stuff in 

their desks, but they never know if they’re going to be at that table or somebody 
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else’s table and the way I teach, using daily five [word study, listening, writing, 

reading to a friend or listening to someone read] everybody works in different 

groups all the time.   

 

Daisy takes a similar approach in the ways she groups her students for their academic  

 

work: 

 

 

We do lots of small group work. They’re paired with different students to when 

they have their reading groups um that mostly stays the same, but when we do 

science and math and social studies that allows fir different grouping and so 

they’ll work with the kids at their table or I’ll pair them with someone they’ve 

never worked with so that they’re getting used to, they’re not, they’re not suck in 

one group and they always work with this one person so in doing that they have to 

learn how to communication and work with each other.  

 

 

This foundational theme indicated that the teachers were intentional about 

including students with disability during all aspects of the school day whether building 

classroom community or delivering academic content. The inclusive school community 

applied to the extracurricular activities offered to the students, as well, and is explained in 

the following section. 

All school-sponsored extracurricular activities include all children regardless of 

ability 

 All of the teachers listed many extracurricular activities in which students can 

participate. Clubs to teach chess and German are offered, as well as a Junior Master 

Naturalist Club. Physical fitness is promoted through a walking/running club. Elaine 

explained the Family Book Club: 

 

Anyone can take part in it, not everyone chooses to, but a lot of times classroom 

teachers will opt to read the book in their classrooms so that all students can take 
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part in it. And then sometimes there are questions on the announcements about the 

book, there are often bulletin boards that are put up and then it usually culminates 

in a reading celebration. For example, last year we did Heidi and we had a 

celebration all about Heidi and we had snacks that revolved around the book like 

goat cheese and what not and we had a real yodeler come in, so that involved 

school-wide reading as well as parents and teachers. 

 

 

Homework Club was offered for grades three through five and a special music group met 

after school and performed concerts for the community. The community was involved in 

other extracurricular activities. 

 The teachers explained the role of local universities providing Big Brother/Big 

Sister mentors for children who need additional adult support and mentoring. Literacy 

Volunteers also came from the universities to tutor students in reading. Emily explained a 

new program called Eye-to-Eye: 

 

It’s specifically for children who are identified as ADHD and the girl who runs it, 

she actually is diagnosed with ADHD herself and so she runs this program for the 

kids because she had to deal with while she was being educated, and now she’s an 

educator living with ADHD, so she kind of shows the children things that they 

can do, give them activities, she works with them, they do fun things. 

 

 

Alice added, “The whole purpose of the program is for kids to have a mentor who can 

say, you know, these are the things that I’ve gone through, here’s some things that can 

help.” The school also maintained a fee-based before and after school care program 

available to all families called Connections. Elaine explained: 

 

With Connections the person who’s leading it is really wanting that to be, he 

wants there to be a liaison between Connections and the school community so that 

kind of, it’s not just like you finish school and you to your after school care, 

there’s a connection there. 
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 When asked if all these programs were available to students with disabilities, the 

answers were overwhelmingly, “yes.”  Membership in some programs such as 

Homework Club and the music ensemble were limited by grade level, but participation 

was not dictated by ability. Anna, a Pre-K teacher, sponsors the Homework Club, “that’s 

offered for all kids, three through fifth.”   Carly said when speaking about the music 

group, “I honestly couldn’t tell you if there were children with disabilities in there or not 

because everybody’s included in such a natural way.” Emma agreed, “We choose not to 

exclude any child.” 

Teachers use daily read aloud to foster community building and a love of reading 

and books, with grade level differences in academic goals for read-aloud time 

 During the portion of the interviews concerning the read-aloud process, the 

teachers addressed a number of factors related to that time of the school day. Teachers 

talked about the frequency, timing, and location of their read alouds as well as the how 

they selected the books they shared with their students. Teacher goals for read-aloud time 

were reported and the role of technology during read-aloud time was described. Finally 

the teachers explained any training they may have received concerning reading aloud to 

children, whether through professional preparation in college or in-service professional 

development. This section shares the teachers’ thoughts about these features of their read-

aloud time. 

 The teachers in this study shared a commitment to reading aloud to their students 

every day. The most common times of the day to read aloud were Morning Meeting 

times, after lunch, and at the end of the school day. Teachers choose the books they read 



71 

 

to their students based on their personal favorites, recommendations from other teachers, 

student interests, and student situations, such as a new baby in the family or the death of a 

pet. None of the teachers changed their read-aloud practices based on the new student 

population at Paddington Farms Elementary, but veteran teachers noted that their book 

choices change from year to year with the needs of their students. Regarding reading 

aloud Elaine said, “It’s not a waste of time.” 

In describing read aloud time in their classrooms, teachers consistently talked 

about gathering students together on the carpet, being in close proximity to one another, 

and making connections with each other. Elaine said, “ I think that just being on the 

carpet in general is different than being in your, at your desk, so there’s more of a not a 

loose feel, but relaxed.” She went on, “I want them to feel comfortable in their 

surroundings and feel like they’re free to learn and free to ask questions.”  

Alice commented, “that time on the carpet, that time that we’re together, just 

teaches them that togetherness, that community.” The carpet was a focus for Emily’s 

read-aloud time, as well: 

 

I usually read aloud at our carpet where we can all sit together. It’s a cozy place 

where we can be close to each other and um, you know, when they sit at their 

desks it just seems like they need to be you know on top if it, and very you know, 

paying attention, and you know when we’re reading we can relax and it’s a fun 

thing and it’s a happy thing, it’s something we want to do. 

 

 

Some teachers specifically mentioned students with disabilities during this part of the 

interview. 
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Regarding read-aloud time and students with disabilities, Carly said: 

 

 

For students with disabilities you have to make those, you have to help the kids 

make those connections and, and really see that child as just another kid in the 

classroom and not the kid with disability or the kid that has the full time aide with 

im all the time or the kid that has all, you know, or the kid that can’t talk to us like 

we talk. 

 

 

Carly continued 

 

 

Children’s literature at this age is a great way to model for them and let them see 

other characters doing that and also just to help them kind of break down those 

walks and see that all kids are just kids and that they all can play and they all like 

to be liked, and they all like to be cared for, and they all want to be treated nicely, 

and so I feel like children’s literature can help with that piece of it just that 

common, and it also gives them a common connection, so if there’s not a common 

connection if they’ve both heard the same read aloud then maybe that’s a 

conversation starter. 

 

 

Diana also talked about the importance of the shared experience that occurs during read-

aloud time: 

 

When you are sitting on the carpet, talking to everyone around you about the story 

or if you cannot speak, but everyone around you is accepting and happy because 

when you are listening to the stories and you are part of those stories, then 

everyone around you who is listening to that story becomes a part of the entire 

story community. 

 

 

Daisy focused on the connections made between students during that shared experience. 

Daisy explained: 

 

 

I think when they get to talk to each other and they get to hear each other, they’re 

getting to know each other a little better and so I think as they do that you know, 

they’re in a sense building their own community as we do read aloud because of 

what is being said is coming from them. You know, I’m reading the book, but 
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that’s you know, that’s about it, so they are they’re gaining some ownership and 

independence in their leaning as they learn together um, and I think another thing 

that helps build community is that they bounce off of each other, you know one 

child will share a story and then you know this little girl will think of something 

and then this little boy will then think of something. 

 

 

Several teachers talked about academic goals, as well as community building goals for 

read-aloud time. 

The academic goals for students varied by grade level. The Pre-K teachers wanted 

their read-aloud time to reinforce the “letter of the week.” Anna said, “I’ll usually find a 

book that is about something with that letter like yesterday I read one about monsters, 

Going on a Monster Hunt.” The kindergarten teachers began building comprehension 

skills by asking their students questions. Betty explained: 

 

We want to have the comprehension, I want them to understand what the story’s 

about. I want them to be able to sit on the carpet and listen, to practice those 

skills, and for us to have discussion about it, for them to be able to talk about what 

they’re hearing. 

 

 

The first grade teachers, however, had a different perspective. 

Carly stated, “one goal is just to give the children more time of being read to 

because I like lots of our students are missing those lap reading hours that we know they 

need.” She continued, “a second goal is to expose them to lots of literature because kids 

know a lot about TV, but I don’t know that they know a whole lot about books.” Carly 

mentioned academic skills, but suggested they are not her priority when she is reading 

aloud: 
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Of course we have those teachable moments we talk characters and setting and 

plot and why the author put those words in all capital letters and how you use 

speech bubbles and the teachable moments that go along with it, but that’s not the 

goal of reading aloud time. 

 

 

Colleen, the other first grade teacher, concurred: 

 

 

 I think my number one goal is to build community. I think that’s a great time to 

just come together and start the day or start the afternoon and just relax you know. 

We’ve come in from buses or breakfast or whatever it is that we’ve been doing 

and it kind of just brings us together. And, and I mean the kids love the stories, 

they love to hear the stories. 

 

 

Colleen also suggested that academic goals are secondary to enjoying the books: 

 

 

Another goal is, is you know to bring in some of those teaching components, to 

ask ‘em comprehension questions and to guide that comprehension as we move 

through the story, have kids ask questions, have them think about you know if 

they were that character, what would they do and that kind of think. So I 

definitely know that I bring those into the into the read aloud, but my number one 

goal is just to sit down and enjoy each other and not feel pressured to move to the 

next thing.  

 

 

The second grade teachers made a connection between the enjoyment of the story and 

academic goals. Diana explained her goals for read-aloud time this way:  

 

My biggest goal is for them to enjoy the story. That’s my biggest goal. If they 

don’t enjoy the story, then what’s the point? They’re not gonna lean any of the 

other things if they don’t enjoy that story. The other things that I want them to do, 

my goals, enjoy the story, learn how to listen to an extended story over many 

days, learn how to summarize or retell the story so that it makes sense and then all 

of those other comprehension things like predicting, and telling the trying to 

figure out the main idea, but once again I don’t beat them over the head with 

those things. 
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Daisy emphasized the social aspects of learning, as well as the academic goals during 

read aloud: 

 

 

Another goal is to, to bring those kids out who are not, who are not as engaged for 

one reason or another, whether they’re distracted or they don’t understand what’s 

going on or they don’t feel comfortable speaking up, pulling them out a little bit 

and encouraging them to, to step forward in an environment that is a little more 

informal and a little safe. 

 

 

She identified another goal for her students: 

 

 

I think getting them to talk, to talk about their ideas, to have those those meta-

cognitive skills come out, talk about what they’re thinking and why they’re 

thinking it, um, because that’s what we’re trying to do across the board in all 

content areas. 

 

 

Daisy also acknowledged the role of interactive read aloud: 

 

 

 I want it to be an interactive experience where we stop and talk about the 

vocabulary or we read the beginning of the chapter or the title of the chapter and 

then they have to then say what’s gonna come next, knowing what they know 

already about what we’ve read about Matilda what do they anticipate or what do 

they predict?  

 

 

By third grade academic goals were a priority during read-aloud time. Emily 

described her read-aloud strategy this way: 

 

So while we’re reading aloud, I do a lot of modeling of my thinking. I know that 

we’re talking about cause and effect, oh, I just saw something happen. I saw 

something happen. I wonder what the result’s going to be? So I’m doing a lot of 

reading aloud and I’m thinking aloud to tell them how I want them to be thinking. 

This is what we’re looking for, so this is what I’m going to be thinking while I’m 

reading. And you we’ve talked before that, when good readers read, they’re 

always think so you know they’re predicting, making good guesses, they’re 

inferencing, they’re doing all these things that good readers do we do a lot of 

modeling. 
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Elaine has many goals for read-aloud time:  

 

 

Definitely working on the oral language part, working on being a good listener, 

looking at the person who’s speaking, also lately we’ve been working on 

visualizing quite a bit, so as I’m reading I want them to visualize. Sometimes 

they’ll come to the carpet with their reading response notebook. And I’ll have 

them, I’ll stop the story and then they’ll get to draw a picture of what they’re read, 

and um turn and talk to the person beside them so I’m trying to incorporate all 

those elements of language.  

 

 

The way the stories were delivered to the students came up in several interviews. 

Alice brought her iPad to the interview to demonstrate one of the ways she shares 

picture books with her students: 

 

I brought my iPad to show you some of the new ways. There’re so many good 

you know interactive picture books that the kids are using and the way I use this 

in my class is I will put, um, I will plug in the um, sound into the you know the 

main sound so the kids can hear it and I’ll either project it on the ELMO and then 

we’ll read it together. 

 

 

The first grade teachers also talked about sharing picture books electronically. Carly said: 

 

 

I’ve also started using the SMART Board this year for read aloud, so keeping the 

kids on the carpet, but projecting the book on the smart board just so it’s easier for 

them to see and just to change it up a little bit, so it doesn’t become the same old. 

 

 

Colleen has used an electronic approach sometimes: 

 

 

What I have been kind of pushing myself to do more because the kids really seem 

to enjoy it, too, is using the document projector, turning out the lights, and I’m 

actually at my desk and they’re looking at the smart board and they see the story 

on the screen.  
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Different ways of sharing picture books and how teachers learned to conduct a read-aloud 

time were discussed. 

When asked about how the training teachers receive to read aloud to children, 

Elaine talked about learning about read aloud in a children’s literature course during her 

master’s program. Daisy and Anna both had some instruction about read aloud in college 

courses. Bonnie revealed that her college course in read aloud addressed chapter books 

but not picture books. Elaine, Diana, Carly, and Colleen had all participated in a half-day 

professional development sponsored by Magnolia County focused on interactive read 

aloud. In all, seven of the ten teachers interviewed had had some training in reading aloud 

to students. 

The picture books read aloud are not inclusive and teachers lack knowledge about 

inclusive picture books 

 In response to the question “Do you consider characters with disabilities when 

you select the books to read aloud?” all but one of the teachers said, “No.” The only 

affirmative answer was from Carly who said:  

 

I do, I try to. I just want to make sure they get a wide view of all the people that 

they’re going to encounter in this world, that not everybody’s gonna be just like 

them and that making sure I mean my class is predominantly white, making sure 

they see African American characters in their books, making sure that they see 

Asian characters in their books, making sure that they see children with 

disabilities in their books, so I don’t think it’s just disabilities I just am trying to 

make sure they understand that there’s such a wide group of people that they’re 

and that everybody has strengths that they bring to the table. 

 

 

Carly credited her family experience with her awareness of disability. Her younger 

brother was originally given a “mental retardation” label many years ago and sent to “a 



78 

 

self-contained class at a different school that wasn’t even our home school.” By middle 

school his label had changed from “mental retardation” to “autism” and he was placed in 

inclusive settings for the rest of his school career. In summarizing her family experience 

with disability, Carly said: 

 

It shapes who I am because that whole process of what he, what I saw with him 

when he was in elementary school shaped what I wanted to do and who I wanted 

to be, so it does definitely play a part in my story. 

 

 

 Carly’s colleagues had various responses to the idea of selecting picture books 

that contain a character or characters with disabilities. Elaine said: 

 

As a classroom teacher, I have not, but I wouldn’t disregard a book because it had 

a student with a disability in it. When I was a special ed aide, some of the books I 

looked at were not necessarily books that had students with disabilities in them, 

but the topics dealt with thing my student needed to know. 

 

 

When asked how she might use books that contained characters with disabilities, she 

said, “not learning about a disability, No, just social skill.” Conversely, Betty embraced 

the idea of teaching about specific disabilities through picture books: 

 

 Our librarian, or special ed. department, I think if they could have resources 

available for us, it’s very difficult to find those it’s not an easy thing to do, so if 

they had a library that we could go and pull books about children that had certain 

disabilities would be great. 

 

 

She continued: 

 

 

 It would be wonderful that is not just about physical impairments, but about 

autism and about children that are just anxious like to the not, not just normal 

anxiety, but serious you know problems. I think it would be wonderful if there 
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was a way to have a story about the little boy who’s under the table and won’t 

come out for three hours, you know. I don’t know that that’s there and I don’t 

know how to get that literature into our hands if it is. 

 

 

Betty expressed a desire to add to her classroom library, “I don’t know that I have a lot of 

the books that I would want to have. I’m not even sure where I would get those.” 

Teachers were asked to name specific books that include a character with a disability. 

When asked if they could recall a book that featured a character with a disability, 

both Betty and Bonnie remembered seeing a Mercer Mayer book that had a character in a 

wheelchair and Anna shared a Franklin book that had a character in a wheelchair. Anna 

read the Franklin book in preparation for a new student who had cerebral palsy and used 

a wheelchair: 

 

I wanted the kids to see that he was treated normally in the book and the kids had 

fun with him and no reason to be scared, no reason to hover, just to be normal, 

that he’s just different in this way, but we’re all different in other ways.  

 

 

Not every teacher was so open to reading books that talk about disabilities. 

 Daisy had a very different response to the suggestion of disability in picture 

books, “I shy away from that because, not shy away from that, that’s the wrong word, I’m 

nervous about what kinds of things will come up as a result and I think that’s one area 

that I’m not incredibly confident in.” Daisy also expressed concerns about parent 

response to books containing characters with disabilities, “I think that the conversation 

will be perhaps awkward at times and these kids will go home and tell their families 

about what we talked about in school and whether or not families will be OK with that.” 
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Daisy added, “I have not come across many books where the kids have disabilities.” 

Daisy’s consideration of disability in picture books was not shared by all the teachers. 

 Alice and Bonnie both admitted that they had never thought about characters with 

disabilities in picture books. Colleen had not considered disability in picture books but 

did remember sharing a Scholastic News with her students on Veteran’s Day that 

featured an amputee: 

 

There was story about a veteran who had lost a leg an how he had a helper dog 

with him and he had a robotic leg and there was just I think it was actually a 

Veteran’s Day issue, and so of course my goal was to talk about Veteran’s Day 

and why we, you know, honor our veterans there was just there was probably a 20 

minute discussion, well maybe how do you think he lost his leg or how does that 

leg work or why does he have that dog and who else has dogs and there’s so 

actually was it kind of eased into a discussion what other people have helper dogs 

and why they have, you known, service dogs and things like that. 

 

 

Colleen stumbled upon the article about a veteran with a disability but had any of the 

teachers had any training to look for similar reading materials? 

 None of the teachers had taken any course work during their professional 

preparation concerning disability in picture books. Moreover, no one reported receiving 

any in-service professional development activities on the topic. When asked if this was a 

topic that was of interest, every teacher answered, “Yes.” Diana said: 

 

Of course, I always want to learn more about read alouds and how that helps 

children and I always like to learn more about any kind of disabilities and how to 

best serve those kids not just them as having a disability, but all of the rest of the 

kids around them. 
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Daisy not only wanted to learn more about the book, but also wanted to see this type of 

read aloud modeled: 

 

I’m the type of, of learner that I have to, well, I do best when I see someone else 

doing it first. So not just reading about it or someone telling me about, but seeing 

it in action or have a very concrete example.  

 

 

Emily said: 

 

 

I absolutely think it would be helpful, especially since here in Magnolia county 

we’re an inclusive school system, so we have children with all ranges of 

disabilities, mild to severe disabilities that are in our classroom all the time and I, 

for me, it’s not even a professional development thing necessarily as much as it 

would be an understanding and an empathy for the children to just to know more 

because I, I can, I know things about disabilities, but they may not, so I think it 

would be beneficial to have them brought in, just so it gives the children more of 

an understanding, so I would love to have more training on that. 

 

 

Elaine agreed and added an additional benefit for parents: 

 

 

Especially having an inclusive classroom and being able to able to offer that as a 

resource to parents, to students, as the need would come up. Just to have those 

kind of in your back pocket so you would know what books to offer as well as if 

someone with a disability were in my classroom or the question came up, then I 

would know like I would go to this resource to have to be able to read.  

 

 

Emily and Elaine both specifically mentioned read aloud in their inclusive classrooms, a 

subject of inquiry for all ten participants. 

Teachers believe their read alouds support inclusive practice 

 Each interview ended with the question, “Do you think your read aloud time 

supports inclusive practice?” Alice, Carly, and Colleen answered, “Yes,” without further 

comment. Diana replied: 
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I do and one of the things that I really like about what not all the kids, but there’s 

a good handful that they will um, they’ll sort of complement each other and 

they’ll say oh, I really what so-n-so said and that makes me think of this and so 

then those students who speak up are, are getting that peer affirmation and 

encouragement and I think a lot of time that holds more weight than what I say 

and so, I, I think it does.  

 

 

Bonnie also talked about students interacting with each other during read-aloud time:  

 

 

Everybody gets a chance to talk you know and share and that’s what I said right 

now I don’t feel like anybody you know feels left out or things like that. I feel like 

we all work, listen together, and we all answer. She continued, we’re working on 

not judging, you know, what other people say and comments and things like that 

so I think we’re headin’ in the right direction. 

 

 

Diana was hopeful that her read-aloud time is inclusive and shared an example:  

 

 

Kids interact with the environment in so many different ways. There’s some kids 

that they want to be right in the middle, some kids that want to be on the outside, 

some kids that want to be way someplace else, but they’re still listening, they’re 

part of the group that their they have reasons for not being in the middle of all of 

the hub-bub on the rug. I have never been one of those people that says everybody 

has to be here, everybody has to be sitting with their hands in their lap, doing, you 

know, looking at me, because everybody has a different way of interacting with 

the thing that I’m reading. I have one little guy in here that sits at the computer 

and I noticed the other day he was sitting at the computer, he was working on the 

computer, but he had pulled the headphone away from one ear, so he could still 

hear. And a different day he was working on the computer and he was very angry 

and I was reading Minnie and Moo, of course, and all at once he was in the 

middle of the group. 

 

 

In addition to this description of her inclusive read-aloud time, Diana offered her own 

definition of inclusion:  

 

Inclusion is not something that you do. Inclusion is something that happens when 

you’re doing the right thing. So sometimes I get a little I don’t know pissed off at 

people that they’re talking about inclusion-this and inclusion-that and I’m 
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thinking just do your job, just teach the kids. I’m really glad that kids, that all 

kids, don’t learn the same way because this is the most boring thing in the world. 

 

 

Other teachers were also committed to including every student. 

 

 Emily shared her thoughts about her read-aloud time and inclusive practice: 

 

 

Even though some of my children don’t have disabilities, I’m being inclusive at 

all times, even to children without disabilities because I’m doing things at their 

level. They may not have an identified disability, but I’m not excluding them.  

 

 

She went on, “I know where they are in their reading levels and in their reading careers.” 

Anna and Betty were more measured in their responses. 

 Anna made a distinction between her read aloud process and the materials she 

shares with her students: 

 

I would say it supports it as far as all of us being together in one place at one time 

all listing, all looking at me. I think that, yes, but I can say maybe my reading 

materials I would like to improve on. 

 

 

Betty also talked about the books she reads aloud:  

 

 

I’m really not sure how to answer because I think some of the things we do, but 

certainly not all, there are certain books and things that I read and I think, ‘Mmm, 

that could’ve been better.’ You know when I finish I look back and think, ‘I wish 

I would have done that differently, or I wish the book had gone a different road 

with that.’ So I think there’s definitely room for improvement there. I think it’s an 

area that I don’t know that I have a lot of the books that I would want to have. 

 

 

 Emily gave the most direct and confident answer to the final question. She 

provided not only an opinion about her own read-aloud time but also a response that was 
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reflective of the school culture and climate of Paddington Farms Elementary School. 

Emily stated, “I think everything I do supports inclusive practice.” 

 

Summary 

 This chapter included demographic data gathered from the school and the ten 

participants. Through a process of categorical aggregation of the interview transcripts, a 

number of themes emerged. The school culture and climate were described by the 

following themes: 1) Teachers put children first, build community, and make connections 

between home and school without regard for student ability; and 2) All school-sponsored 

extracurricular activities include all children regardless of ability. Three themes emerged 

in response to the research questions: 1) Teachers use daily read aloud to foster 

community building and a love of reading and books, with grade level difference in 

academic goals for read-aloud time; 2) The picture books read aloud are not inclusive and 

teachers lack knowledge about inclusive picture books; and 3) Teachers believe their read 

alouds support inclusive practice. These themes were reported and supported by evidence 

collected during the interviews. 

 The following chapter will discuss these themes in the context of the conceptual 

framework of the study. Chapter V will provide an overview of the study, as well as a 

statement of the problem, the information collected, and a re-statement of the research 

questions. The findings from this study will be reported and conclusions drawn about the 

meaning of the findings. Limitations of the study will be recognized. Implications for 

practice and suggestions for future research will be discussed. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Scholars advocate the use of children’s literature to help build awareness, 

understanding and acceptance of disability (Andrew, 1998; Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; 

Hoffman, 2011;, Wiseman, 2011). Moreover, children’s literature has been used as a 

component of disability awareness studies seeking to improve relationships between 

students with disabilities and their typical peers (Favazza & Odom, 1997; Favazza et al., 

2001; Nikolaraizi et al., 2005; Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 1996). Despite this 

interest in the potential for children’s literature to positively impact connections between 

children with and without disabilities, there is a lack of empirical data describing general 

education teacher use of children’s literature to support inclusive practice. This study was 

conducted to fill this gap in the professional literature. 

This chapter will provide an overview of the study, as well as a statement of the 

problem, a re-statement of the research questions, and the information collected. The 

themes identified in Chapter IV will be discussed in the context of the conceptual 

framework and suggestions made about the meaning of the themes. Finally, limitations of 

the study will be recognized. Implications for practice and suggestions for future research 

will be discussed.  
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Summary of the Study 

 This qualitative case study investigated the use of picture books to support 

inclusive practice in the primary grades of an inclusive elementary school. The rationale 

for this study is the dearth of empirical data documenting how general education teachers 

in the primary grades of an inclusive elementary school read aloud to their students and 

whether or not they read picture books that feature characters with disabilities.  

Demographic data were collected from the school and the ten teacher participants. 

Interviews were conducted and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analyzed 

according to the procedures outlined in Chapter III and themes were identified that 

described school culture and climate and teacher read-aloud practices that respond to the 

following research question and sub-questions: 

How do general education teachers in the primary grades (Pre-K – Grade 3) use 

picture books to support inclusive practice? 

c. How does the book selection process support inclusive practice? 

d. How do the read-aloud strategies support inclusive practice? 

The responses to the research questions will be discussed in relation to the conceptual 

framework of the study in the following section.  

Findings 

 The themes identified in Chapter IV will be discussed in the context of the five 

elements of the study’s conceptual framework to explain the findings in a meaningful 

way. Lambert (2006) and Sipe (1998) emphasized the relationship between the reader, 

the listener, and the book during read-aloud time. Snow (2002) grounded the read aloud 
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experience in a socio-cultural context, which this study defined as the learning context 

within the school environment.  The conceptual framework for the study is illustrated in 

Figure 2. 

 

 Figure 2 Conceptual Framework 

 

 

Adapted from Bronfenbrenner (2005), Lambert (2006), Sipe (1998), and Snow (2002). 

 

The school environment, learning context, reader, listener, and pictures books are 

addressed in the following sections in order to paint a comprehensive picture of what was 

learned from this study.  

 

 

School 

Culture 

         

 

Classroom Environment 

 

   

  Listener 

 

Reader 

Learning 

Context 

 

 

 

    Picture Book 
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School Environment 

 The first theme that emerged from this research, “Teachers put children first, 

building community, and make connections between home and school without regard for 

student ability,” suggested a high priority on building relationships that support an 

inclusive school environment. For example, the teachers promoted cooperation, 

encouraged student thinking and discussion, and emphasized helpful conduct behaviors 

that Battistich et al. (1997) identified as necessary to enhance a sense of belonging for 

students in a school community. Likewise, teachers modeled acceptance of all students, 

which Hughes et al. (2006) identified as another key component of belonging in a school 

community. Therefore, Paddington Farms Elementary appeared to be a school where 

building community matters. 

Friend (2008) defined the school as “the smallest meaningful unit of 

inclusiveness,” (p. 12).  Moreover, the DEC/NAEYC (2009) joint position statement on 

inclusion defines inclusion as the full access, participation, and engagement of all 

children with and without disabilities.  This suggests that the practice of including all 

students may extend beyond the school day to encompass the extracurricular activities at 

the school. The students at Paddington Farms Elementary were included in the 

extracurricular activities such as playing chess, taking morning walks, and presenting 

musical performances. All students were invited to participate in every club open to their 

grade level. The second theme, “All school-sponsored extracurricular activities include 

all children regardless of ability,” illustrated a philosophical commitment to inclusive 
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practice that encircled every aspect of the school environment. Where does this broad 

philosophy of inclusive practice originate?  

The Magnolia County Public School system has a long history of including 

students with disabilities in general education classrooms. This information was 

documented in the least restrictive environment data presented in Chapter IV, as well as 

the researcher’s experiences with the school system. The system-wide and school-wide 

philosophy of inclusion was also demonstrated in the learning context of read-aloud time 

in individual classrooms.  

Learning Context 

 Lane & Wright (2007) recommended a designated space for read-aloud time; time 

after time teachers in this study brought their students together on the carpet to read aloud 

and share a story. The designated space and learning context for read-aloud time at 

Paddington Farms Elementary School was all about the carpet. The proximity of students 

with disabilities to their typical peers is not a defining characteristic of inclusion, but 

there cannot be full membership in the classroom community without togetherness 

(DEC/NAEYC, 2009). As inviting as “the hub-bub on the rug” may be, one teacher 

recognized that some children prefer to put a little distance between themselves and the 

other students gathered together on the carpet. This teacher was at ease with a student 

listening to a story from the periphery but also allowed the students the freedom to join 

the group mid-story if he so desired. Lave and Wenger (1991) referred to this as 

legitimate peripheral participation in their discussion of the socio-cultural approach to 
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situated learning. This acceptance of fluid, flexible togetherness respected the needs of 

each individual learner. 

 Teacher attention to individual student needs was a key element of the social-

emotional context for learning and led to an unexpected finding. All the teachers in this 

study received their professional preparation at one of the two universities within a 30-

mile radius of Paddington Farms Elementary. Perhaps these teacher preparation programs 

emphasized differentiated instruction, addressed meeting the needs of all students, and 

stressed the three key elements of an inclusive learning context access, participation, and 

supports (DEC/NAEYC, 2009). The teachers described different methods of engagement, 

expression, and expression; characteristics of Universal Design for Learning 

(www.cast.org). Tomlinson et al. (2003) identified process, content, and product as the 

three means for differentiating instruction for individual students. Content or student 

competency was not the focus of this study; however teachers differentiated their read 

aloud process by granting all students access to and engagement with the books by using 

traditional books, iPads, and SMART Boards to share stories. The products or 

representation and expressions they expected during and after the read-aloud time were 

differentiated, as well. For example, students were asked to demonstrate their 

understanding by offering verbal comments, drawing pictures, or writing in reader 

response notebooks. As students got older and moved from grade to grade, the 

complexity of the products evolved. For example, students in Pre-K answered simple 

color recognition questions while third graders made written predictions and inferences. 

Regardless of grade level, consistent use of the principles of Universal Design for 

http://www.cast.org/
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Learning and differentiated instruction across the teachers may be the result of similar 

teacher preparation experiences. 

Another key element of the learning context was the engaged participation of all 

students in the shared experience of read-aloud time. This was the most inclusive 

characteristic of read-aloud time in this study because teachers intentionally included all 

students regardless of ability during the read-aloud experience. Hickey (2003) called 

engaged participation the “centerpiece” (p. 411) of socio-cultural learning and the 

requisite activity for building classroom community. DEC Recommended Practices 

(2005) also described the importance of inclusive learning environments that promote 

engagement and interaction for all children. Whether sitting at the teacher’s feet, 

choosing to sit at a distance, or sitting in a wheelchair or assistive seating device, the 

students in this learning community were listening and interacting with the story, the 

teacher, and their peers. Given this attention to togetherness, differentiated instruction, 

and engaged participation in shared experiences, the theme, “Teachers believe their read-

aloud time supports inclusive practice” was not surprising. The next section will 

specifically address the reader’s (teacher’s) role in the read-aloud process. 

Reader 

 The reader’s (teacher’s) task in this conceptual framework was to select the books 

read aloud and present the stories to the listeners (students). Book selection will be 

discussed in the picture book section of this chapter. Teacher purposes for read aloud and 

the strategies they used to engage their students are discussed here. 



92 

 

The teachers in this study used read aloud to build community and address 

academic goals, as described in a theme that addressed teacher read-aloud practice, 

“Teachers use daily read aloud to foster community building and a love of reading and 

books, with grade level differences in academic goals for read-aloud time.”  According to 

Lukens’ (2007) the purpose of read aloud is to entertain or improve understanding of the 

world. The teachers presented picture books to their students in accordance with this 

purpose and followed accepted best practices for reading aloud. To enhance student 

understanding, Blewitt et al. (2009) and Hoffman (2011) recommended that teachers ask 

questions and encourage discussions about the books. Moreover, Lane and Wright (2007) 

and McGee  and Schickedanz (2007) encouraged teachers to stop  at strategic points in 

the story to check student comprehension, elicit responses, and ask for predictions How 

did these teachers learn these interactive read-aloud strategies? 

An interesting finding was that the teachers who had most recently completed 

their professional preparation had some coursework guiding their read-aloud practices. 

This suggested an interest in and attention to the value of read-aloud in primary grade 

classrooms by the curriculum developers of the teacher preparation programs of the local 

universities. Likewise, several experienced teachers had participated in in-service 

professional development regarding read-aloud strategies, which implies a similar 

recognition of the importance of read aloud by the school system administration. The 

next section will address the listener in the context of the conceptual framework. 
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Listener 

 A full investigation of the impact of read-aloud time on the listener (student) was 

not the focus of this study; however, teachers expected students to interact with each 

other during read-aloud discussions. This result refers to the previous discussion of socio-

cultural learning in the section on learning context (Hickey, 2003) and the themes that 

aligned with the Reader and the Learning Context: “Teachers use daily read aloud to 

foster community building and a love of reading and books, with grade level differences 

in academic goals for read-aloud time” and “Teachers believe their read alouds support 

inclusive practice.” Students willingly interacting with each other and helping their peers 

who may be struggling is an example of Vygotsky’s (1978) focus on the child in activity 

in context learning from more-skilled peers. Having children with disabilities in their 

classes was not a novelty to most of the students at this inclusive school because it is their 

lived experience (Creswell, 2007).  Perhaps inclusive picture books may be a vehicle for 

encouraging peer acceptance and exploiting the similarities among children while 

acknowledging their differences. 

Picture Books  

 The theme, “The picture books read aloud are not inclusive and teachers lack 

knowledge about inclusive picture books” was linked to this element of the conceptual 

framework. McGee and Schickedanz (2007) emphasized the importance of careful book 

selection for an effective read aloud; however book selection in this study was limited 

because teachers were not aware of inclusive picture books. This finding is associated 

with Favazza and Odom’s (1997) observation that teachers did not have books that 
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featured characters with disabilities. This was an important finding because without 

teacher awareness of appropriate representation of disability in picture books and the 

means to locate such books, an important aspect of diversity in society was overlooked in 

book selection.  Despite the inclusive school culture, the teachers’ beliefs that their read-

aloud time supported inclusive practice, and the teachers’ use of interactive read aloud 

strategies,  the read-aloud time was not fully inclusive because of the content of the 

books. Teachers were unaware of inclusive picture books and did not know how to find 

books that feature characters with disabilities. In other words, their read aloud process 

was inclusive, but the materials read were not.  

 In Chapter II it was noted that there were many more references to multicultural 

children’s literature in scholarly databases than there were references to characters with 

disabilities in children’s literature. There appeared to be increased awareness of diverse 

culture, ethnicity, and race in children’s literature: Brooks & Browne (2012) posited a 

specific reader response theory to allow children to make meaning of cultural diversity 

through multicultural children’s literature; Morgan (2009) advocated the use of picture 

book biographies to improve cross-cultural understanding and awareness of multiple 

points of view; and Low (2013) linked multicultural children’s literature published in the 

last twenty years to the Common Core standards. In these discussions of the benefits of 

addressing diversity through children’s books, however, none of these authors included 

differences of ability as an aspect of diversity. Studies such as this and subsequent 

publications may bring increased attention to the under-representation of disability in 

children’s literature and the absence of disability from the diversity conversation. 
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Unfortunately, classroom teachers rarely have access to the scholarly literature in which 

such papers appear. Perhaps school personnel responsible for professional development 

can provide access to the professional literature so teachers can investigate the current 

research regarding disability as an element of diversity (as well as many other school and 

curriculum related topics) for themselves. 

None of the teachers had had any professional preparation or professional 

development regarding disability in picture books;  all of the teachers expressed an 

interest in learning more about these books and using them in their classroom. It is 

especially important for teachers in inclusive schools to incorporate these books into the 

daily read-aloud routines so the children with disabilities in their classrooms can see 

themselves in the books and typical children can better understand their peers with 

disabilities. This idea is what Bailes (2002) called both “window and mirror,” a window 

into the lives of people with disabilities and a mirror into which children with disabilities 

might see themselves. Suggestions for increasing teacher knowledge about inclusive 

picture books appear in the implications section of this chapter. 

The findings discussed address each element of the conceptual framework. The 

elements of the conceptual framework (school environment, learning context, reader, 

listener, and picture books) are aligned with the themes in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Conceptual Framework Elements Aligned with Themes 

 Elements     Themes 

School Environment Teachers put children first, build 

community, and make connections between 

home and school without regard for student 

ability. 

 All school-sponsored extracurricular 

activities include all children regardless of 

ability. 

Learning Context Teachers believe their read alouds support 

inclusive practice. 

Reader Teachers use daily read aloud to foster 

community building and a love of reading 

and books, with grade level differences in 

academic goals for read-aloud time. 

Listener Teachers use daily read aloud to foster 

community building and a love of reading 

and books, with grade level differences in 

academic goals for read-aloud time. 

 Teachers believe their read alouds support 

inclusive practice. 
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Picture Books The picture books read aloud are not 

inclusive and teachers lack knowledge about 

inclusive picture books. 

 

Intersubjectivity 

Intersubjectivity in this study must be recognized (Granek, 2013). This 

epistemological orientation which values the co-construction of knowledge between the 

researcher and the participants is relevant to this study because of the researcher’s prior 

experience as a teacher in this elementary school. The impact of the researcher’s 

relationship to the school was most evident during the peer review of the data and 

debriefing. The peer reviewer noted the inclusive mind-set of the participants. The 

inclusive philosophy of every teacher was so firmly established and integral to the school 

climate that it did not appear remarkable to the researcher. The value of peer review was 

underscored through this experience. 

Limitations 

Several limitations were identified in this study. Because there were no 

observations of classroom read-aloud time, findings were based on demographic and 

interview data only. This is a limitation because actual classroom read-aloud activities 

may differ from what the participants reported. Further, teachers reported a lack of 

knowledge about inclusive picture books however no content analysis of classroom or 

school library collections was conducted to confirm a lack of inclusive picture books in 

the school. If there are no inclusive picture books in the classroom or school libraries, the 
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trustworthiness of the information shared during the interviews would be enhanced. 

Finally, there was no cultural, ethnic, or gender diversity of the participants. All 

participants were white females and it is unknown whether or not culture, ethnicity, or 

gender may have influenced the data. It has been documented that multicultural 

children’s literature receives more attention in the professional literature and in 

publishing. Teachers from diverse cultures, ethnicities, or races may have an increased 

sensitivity to all types of diversity in the books they share with their students. 

Implications 

 The findings of this study have implications for teachers, school librarians, 

parents, and other adults who read aloud to children.  None of the teachers in this study 

had any pre-service professional preparation or in-service professional development 

regarding disability and inclusion in picture books yet all of them indicated a desire to 

learn more about this type of children’s literature. Therefore, efforts should be made to 

create and implement in-service professional development activities regarding these 

books. Moreover information about inclusive picture books should be introduced in pre-

service teacher preparation, perhaps in children’s literature coursework or language arts 

methods courses that teach book selection for effective read aloud practice.  

 While classroom teachers were the only participants in this study, school 

librarians should be made aware of this classification of children’s literature, again 

through pre-service preparation and in-service professional development. The school 

librarian is the go-to person for advice and recommendations in selecting books to share 

with students in schools. Additional information and enhanced knowledge about 
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disability in children’s literature may contribute to more inclusive literature being added 

to school library collections and additional suggestions from librarians to teachers to 

include these books in their classroom read-aloud activities may take place. Once school 

librarians have received training regarding disability in children’s literature, the next step 

would be to see if the librarians are acquiring these books, sharing the books with their 

students, and recommending inclusive literature to teachers. 

 Parents, especially parents of children with disabilities, and other adults who read 

aloud to children may benefit from improved teacher and librarian knowledge regarding 

inclusive picture books. These books can be excellent resources for parents to show their 

children the similarities between children with and without disabilities by focusing on 

common feelings and experiences. Parents of typically developing children may also 

wish to share these books and look for them in their visits to school and public libraries 

and bookstores. 

Future Research 

 This research study lays the groundwork for continued work in three major areas 

school culture and climate, read loud process, and read-aloud materials. 

School Culture and Climate 

Where does the inclusive mind-set of these teachers come from? Is it a product of 

a teacher preparation program? Research to identify these inclusive dispositions and 

determine their origin is warranted. Are the teachers being assimilated into the inclusive 

school climate and culture at Paddington Farms Elementary School or do teachers bring a 

personal commitment to inclusion to the school and classroom? Is there an element of 
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both? Data concerning these issues could be useful in facilitating more successful 

inclusive settings for students with disabilities in public schools. 

Read-Aloud Process 

This research could be replicated in a school with separate settings for students with 

disabilities and the results compared with the findings of this research. Are the current 

results a product of the inclusive philosophy of this school or did some other factor 

influence the findings? Further study of the phenomenon could add trustworthiness to the 

current study. 

The study could be expanded to include other instructional personnel who regularly 

read aloud to children. It would be interesting to learn how school librarians, guidance 

counselors, reading teachers, special educators, and specialty area teachers such as art 

and music read aloud to students and if they have a similar lack of knowledge about 

inclusive picture books. 

It was noted in the limitation section that the current study relied on teacher 

interviews only. Observing teacher read-aloud practice and comparing the read-aloud 

strategies the teachers reported to the teacher practices observed could address this 

limitation. 

Alice, the Pre-K teacher with iPads for her students opened the door for an 

investigation of teacher use of e-books and e-readers during read aloud. How widespread 

is the use of technology in sharing picture books? Is one delivery method more effective 

than the other for meeting student needs and teacher goals? 
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Read-Aloud Materials 

The teachers in this study reported a lack of knowledge regarding inclusive picture 

books. A content analysis of books in classroom libraries and the school library center 

would determine whether or not the teachers have ready access to books that include 

characters with disabilities. If such books are found, then circulation data should be 

evaluated to see if the inclusive books in the existing collections are being loaned and 

who is borrowing these books.  

A system for identifying inclusive picture books is a critical need. The more inclusive 

a picture book is, the less likely a reference to disability will appear in the subject 

headings on the copyright page of the book. Despite teacher interest in inclusive picture 

books, these books will not be shared with students if teachers cannot locate the books. 

Moreover, an ongoing evaluation of newly published picture books for representation of 

disability should be carried out to continually add new books to a bibliography of 

inclusive picture book titles appropriate for young students. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to learn how general education teachers in the 

primary grades use read-aloud time to support inclusive practice in an inclusive 

elementary school. This topic was addressed to fill a gap in the professional literature that 

overlooked this aspect of read-aloud time. 

 Previous research suggested that using children literature in disability awareness 

programs can increase awareness, understanding, and acceptance of students with 

disabilities in the primary grades (Favazza & Odom, 1997; Favazza et al, 2000; 
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Nikolaraizi et al., 2005; Trepanier-Street & Romatowski, 1996)). The results of the 

current study suggested that improved classroom teacher understanding of inclusive 

picture books may increase the use of these books during routine classroom read alouds, 

provide opportunities for children to see disability as one facet of human difference, and 

facilitate the authentic inclusion of children with disabilities in general education 

classrooms. 

 A combination of factors came together to create an inclusive environment for 

learning at Paddington Farms Elementary. A history of inclusive practice may have 

created a mind-set among classroom teachers that all students should be taught in general 

education classrooms regardless of their ability. Local university teacher education 

programs may have prepared the teachers to differentiate instruction to serve all students, 

which may have added to the inclusive dispositions and skills of the teachers. The 

missing piece in the conceptual framework was teacher knowledge and use of inclusive 

picture books during routine classroom read aloud. Perhaps through the implications for 

practice and continued research outlined here, teacher knowledge of and access to 

inclusive picture books may increase and create an additional layer of inclusion to an 

already inclusive school community. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

IRB APPROVAL DOCUMENTS 
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APPENDIX B 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

 

 

Position of Person Interviewed: 

Grade Level (if applicable): 

Length of Service in this Position: 

Level of Education: 

Major Area of Study: 

Gender:     

Race or Ethnicity: 

Date:      

Time:      

Location: 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

 

1. Tell me about your school culture or climate. 

a. Describe any particular school-wide mission, philosophy, or theme that 

guides your work with children. 

b. Describe the social or extra-curricular school-sponsored activities your 

students participate in. 

c. How are students with disabilities included in those activities? 

2. Describe how you build a sense of community among the children in your 

classroom (school). 

a. How do you promote cooperation? 

b. How do you foster or encourage positive relationships between students 

with and without disabilities? (e.g. seating them near each other, grouping 

them for class activities) 

3. Tell me about the ways you use picture books in your classroom. 

a. Teacher Assigned Review? 

b. Student Selected Review? 

c. Teacher Read-Aloud? 

4. Have you had any professional preparation or in-service professional 

development concerning read-aloud and/or disability in picture books? 

a. If so, what did it involve? 

b. If not, is that a topic of interest to you? 
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5. Tell me about read-aloud time in your classroom  

a. Frequency, time of day, topics covered? 

b. What are your goals for read-aloud time? 

c. How do you determine whether or not those goals have been met? 

d. How do you select the books you read aloud to your students? 

i. Are the selections mandated by curriculum or your choice or both? 

ii. Do you consider characters with disabilities when you select the 

books to read aloud? 

1. If yes, can you give me some examples of your favorite 

children’s books that feature characters with disabilities? 

2. If no, why not? 

e. How do you engage your students during read-aloud time? 

f. Describe the discussions or activities that follow read-aloud time. 

6. Have your choices and decision making about read-aloud changed during this 

school year, with the opening of your new school and the changes in the school 

population from years past? 

a. Are you reading different kinds of books? 

b. Are you selecting books with different types of characters? 

c. Have you made any changes in the activities you use to follow-up read-

aloud time? 

7. How do you think read-aloud time could contribute to community building, 

especially for students with disabilities? 
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a. Do you think your read-aloud time supports inclusive practice? 
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APPENDIX D 

MEMBER CHECKING CORRESPONDENCE 

 

 

Dear _______________, 

It's time for me to complete a process called "member-checking" to be sure the data I 

collected are trustworthy. 

Attached you will find the categories and/or ideas that emerged from our conversation 

AND the transcript of that conversation. 

I need to know whether or not you agree that the ideas I identified are consistent with the 

message you intended to convey. Please let me know by Wednesday, April 17 if you 

disagree with any of the categories and/or ideas I gleaned from our meetings. If I do not 

hear from you by next Wednesday, April 17, you are acknowledging that the categories 

and/or ideas are consistent with your thoughts and feelings. 

Thank you again for participating in my study. 

 


