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Developing a Pedagogy of Social Justice 
Through Children’s Literature

 national study, with 6 sites across the country, designed to engage 
language arts teachers and their students in reading children’s literature 
for addressing issues of social justice

 informed by theories of reading practices and contemporary theories of 
social justice education that see teachers as agents of social change 

 using a collaborative action research approach, with researchers at each 
site working with teachers in monthly inquiry groups 

 teacher participants select children’s literature for promoting issues of 
social justice in their classrooms and collaborate in developing 
pedagogical strategies for teaching the selected texts and to explore 
student responses to the texts



Elementary Teachers’ Research Group 

Inquiry group with 10 teachers in Grades 4 to 7:

• teachers are from 8 different schools, with 4 different school districts 
represented

• in the 1st year of the study, in response to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, we focused on children’s literature about 
Canadian residential schooling 

• during the 2nd year, in response to the Syrian refugee crisis, we turned 
our attention to refugee children’s literature

• this year, in the 3rd year of a 4 year study, we will continue to explore 
these two topics, and examine tensions that may exist between the two 
groups



The Syrian Refugee ‘Crisis’ 

IN REFUGEE CAMPS, HOPE AND FEAR

CANADIANS CAN RISE TO THE REFUGEE CHALLENGE

OPEN THE DOOR TO SYRIANS IN DIRE NEED OF 

SAFE HAVEN

FIRST WAVE OF SYRIAN REFUGEES IS ARRIVING, 

BUT ARE WE READY?

PROCESSING OF REFUGEES UNDERWAY

AREA SCHOOL BOARDS PREPARING FOR SYRIAN 

STUDENTS



Our Inquiry Group Responds 
to the Headlines 



These books serve a dual function, to 
educate all children about the 
experience of persecution, flight and 
resettlement, as well as reassuring 
refugee readers that there is new life 
and hope for the future in an adopted 
country…Sensitivity is required in their 
use; books need to be well written, 
realistically illustrated, and properly 
researched. Such books…can make a 
significant contribution in broadening 
understanding of non-refugee children 
and validating the experiences of 
refugees in our classrooms.  (Hope, 
2007, p. 7)

Picture Books about Refugee Children



We talked about the Syrian refugees in 
class and why some people don’t want 
them to come to Canada, because they 
think they’re terrorists. So, reading some of 
these books has given my students more of 
a look at where the refugees are coming 
from. This morning we talked about Playing 
War by Kathy Beckwith, where the boy is 
talking about how his family was killed 
when a bomb blew up his house. My 
students are not in the war, so we talked 
about being empathetic, and looking at the 
situation differently.

(teacher participant)

‘Playing War’ 



I recently engaged our grade three class in 
a book study of Playing War. As there are 
two children in that class who are Syrian 
refugees, it was interesting to watch them 
engage with the book. After we read and 
discussed the story, we made a list of 
recess games that would allow all  students 
to feel safe on our playground (as 
alternative to 'playing war' or violent 
games). We then shared the list with the 
leadership team in charge of organizing 
recess games. Thank you for introducing 
me to this book, so I could share it and 
impact their experience at school. (vice 
principal participant)

‘Playing War’ 



Novels about Refugee Children

How to overcome marginalizing 

of the refugee experience is a 

challenge for all educators. 

Children’s literature about 

refugee children and their 

families is an ideal context for 

sharing the stories, feelings and 

fears that many children have 

had to deal with in their relatively 

short lives, and expose 

stereotypes and media myths at 

the same time…Challenging 

prejudice is difficult but 

necessary. (Hope, 2008, p. 302)



I always feel for the kids that…may be 

refugees and have come from a country 

where they were in school and they did 

quite well. There’s a poem in Inside Out 

and Back Again (one of the books my 

students read about a Vietnamese refugee) 

called ‘Feel Dumb’. And, they sit there and 

they’re getting Cs and they’re not at grade 

level but in their own language and 

country, they were straight A students so 

they sit in your class like the dummies 

quote unquote. I think how that must feel. 

(teacher participant) 

‘Inside Out and Back Again’ 



Connecting to ‘Inside Out and Back Again’ 

As a person, I may feel connected to the story far more than my 

classmates. Even though we lived in totally different periods in Vietnam, we 

both carry the same cultural background to another country, leaving 

everything we love behind without having an option to stay. In the 

beginning, we felt upset because of the food, we felt speechless in multiple 

situations, we hated English, and we felt dumb even though we used to be 

top students back in our country. I felt like I reviewed and reflected my own 

immigration story as I read the book, which help me feel more comfortable 

around my current struggles. Somehow, after finishing it, I also want to 

push myself forward more, to “learn fly-kick, not to kick anyone so much as 

to fly”. I’m really happy because there is a story presented some of my 

mixed feelings in such an enjoyable way like Inside Out and Back Again.

(student participant)


