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Abstract 

This study highlights the significance of using culturally diverse literature in BC elementary 

classrooms. The review of the literature focuses on how acknowledging students’ culturally 

diverse voices, experiences and contributions impacts the development of their identities and 

their sense of belonging. At the same time, exposing our mainstream children to diverse 

worldviews helps them benefit from the knowledge and the wisdom that lie in other cultures, 

breaks stereotypes and resists prejudices and discrimination. This analysis of the literature 

synthesizes findings from 30 journal articles written by more than 35 authors, which were 

selected using online searches for journals focused on multicultural education, culturally 

responsive pedagogy and culturally diverse children’s literature. The study has come to find that 

there is a lack of culturally diverse children’s books; however, there are some inspirational 

culturally responsive approaches using literature that have been implemented by teachers. 

Therefore, the study is followed by a pragmatic project in the form of literature teaching guides 

for in-service elementary teachers using culturally diverse children’s books. 

Keywords: Multicultural education/ culturally responsive pedagogy/ culturally diverse literature/ 

ethnic groups/ elementary teachers/ cultural identities/ breaking stereotypes 
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                                                                 CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

    The challenges encountered by culturally diverse children in Canadian classrooms are 

deterrents to establishing students’ sense of belonging in the school community and impacts the 

way their identities are being shaped. They are torn between their native language which is 

mostly used at home and their attempt to fit into the school by learning English, for example, so 

they can simply communicate with their peers. Immigrant children’s confusion between their 

two languages, cultures, traditions, and faith needs to be addressed meaningfully in school 

curriculum, and in selecting children’s literature, in particular. “It continued to be a struggle to 

get students whose cultures had been discounted and marginalized to value their own 

experiences and trust schools as places where they could learn without forfeiting their identities ” 

(Williams, 2008, p. 511). Moreover, it has become a necessity in today’s global world to open 

the eyes of the students who belong to the mainstream culture to meaningful knowledge 

regarding the cultural others; in order to break stereotypes and develop students’ capacity to 

appreciate differences. This project aims to investigate and discover ways in which teachers 

could use culturally diverse literature in order to strengthen students’ identities as well as to 

bring their existence to the curriculum which, in turn, would contribute to developing their sense 

of belonging. Furthermore, I had designed culturally diverse literature teaching guides that would 

hopefully contribute to closing the gaps that exist between majority and minority cultures in 

elementary classrooms.  

    British Columbia has recently adopted a New Curriculum that creates opportunities for 

learners to be more accountable of their own learning; equipping them with the skills and the 

competencies they need to be effective citizens. “The Kindergarten to grade 12 school system 
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focuses on meeting the needs of all students. When selecting specific topics, activities, and 

resources to support the implementation of the curriculum, teachers are encouraged to ensure that 

these choices support inclusion, equity, and accessibility for all students” (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2019).  Under the subtitle “Supporting Diverse Learners” in the overview of BC 

curriculum, the way the word “diverse” has been used implies that diversity entails, in particular, 

the inclusion of those learners who differ in their learning preferences, capabilities and academic 

performances; it has not highlighted the importance of including the culturally diverse 

backgrounds or experiences in the curriculum. Also, it is clearly stated that the curriculum is 

designed for the majority of students.   

B.C educators strive to ensure that all learners are supported to participate in 

school, to develop their individual potential, and to acquire the knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes they need for a successful personal future and to contribute 

positively to society and to the economy. Curriculum used in British Columbia 

schools remains designed for the majority of students, with classroom teachers 

continually personalizing their instruction and assessment methods for students 

as appropriate. 

Government policy supports the principles of inclusion of all students. 

Students with special and/or ELL needs can achieve the prescribed learning 

standards through the strategic use of personalized instruction and assessment 

methods. (BC Ministry of education, 2019, “Supporting Diverse Learners,” 

Para. 1& 2) 
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   I do appreciate the fact that teachers are being given the freedom to differentiate instruction in 

the way that best corresponds to the needs of students in their classrooms. However, how could 

we ensure that all culturally diverse students’ experiences are being reflected in curriculum 

without the existence of certain kinds of curricular obligation? This also makes me ponder the 

question, to what extent would integrating culturally diverse teaching benefit the majority of 

students? The answer to such questions lies in the incredibly increasing amount of racism and 

stereotyping that exist in the world today; and when educators are widening the horizons of the 

young, they are playing a vital role in reducing the amount of the unjustified hate that exists in 

our lives. 

Glimpse from my Lived Experience with BC’s New Curriculum 

    My interest in this particular area rose from my personal experience; after one academic year 

of closely observing the impact of the curriculum on my two children who are, obviously, part of 

the culturally diverse students’ group that does represent only a minimal percentage of the school 

population. First of all, the way the teachers welcomed my kids from the very first day of school 

was impressive. My grade 4 son’s teacher acknowledged the fact that he is adding diversity to 

the classroom as the only speaker of Arabic language; she even mentioned that through diversity 

the students are offered a more valuable learning experience. Moreover, I must admit that 

schools do a fantastic job in terms of working on language skills and ELL intervention plans, in 

order to develop the children’s communication skills which is one of the three core competences 

of the curriculum.  Furthermore, the schools pay huge attention to special needs students and 

refugees by hiring efficient learning support teachers and counselors who are well trained to 

respond to special needs students and make their inclusion possible.  
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     I am grateful that my kids did not struggle in terms of communicating in English, and we 

neither escaped from extenuating circumstances back home nor do my kids have special needs. 

What brought my family to Canada was the aspiration for better education and more promising 

future. However, I must acknowledge that fitting into the culture has never been easy for me or 

my children, whose schooling experience inspired and informed my emerging research interests. 

Establishing relationships and participating actively in school community would have been less 

challenging for my children if they were to find themselves more present in school curriculum. 

Acknowledging and responding to culturally diverse students does not occur only by hanging a 

world map on the wall with learner’ names or photos pinned on the countries they come from. 

This is a great approach to start with; but does it really develop students’ understanding towards 

the cultural others? Does it open their eyes and hearts to accepting one another? (Othman, 2019, 

EDCI 582 ).The gap that I have come to identify here is the lack of attention to nurturing cultural 

diversity through purposeful selection of topics of discussion, activities and resources that could 

ensure that each culture that exists in the classroom is appreciated. Doing this would widen the 

horizon of the majority of students who belong to the mainstream population and open their 

minds to world issues by developing cultural sensitivity and producing educated global citizens 

of the planet, not just Canada. 

Significance of the Topic 

    Newcomers to Canada struggle to establish new life and encounter lots of  challenges such as 

making friends, finding a place to live and a job for living. Let alone the confused notion of 

belonging that newcomers wrestle with every single time someone poses the question ‘Where do 

you come from? (Othman, 2019) “This identity confusion notion is more likely to come to the 

surface when life circumstances get tough” (Tan, n.d). “Children could struggle more as their 
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sense of identity is in the construction phase, and they could be more vulnerable going through 

the challenges associated with having a dual identity and the way those challenges affect their 

everyday lives” (Othman, 2019, EDCI 582 p.3). 

   The integration of culturally diverse literature in teaching children has become crucial in a 

world where the notion of a “single story” prevails. There are so many dangers to the single story 

about any ethnic, cultural, faith or linguistic group, as illustrated by the MacArthur Award-

winning Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Adichie in her 2009 lecture, “The single story creates 

stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are 

incomplete. They make one story become the only story”. There have been over generalized 

assumptions about particular cultures, religions, countries and many other groups of people. 

Associating Mexicans with illegal immigrations and crimes; African countries as being primitive 

and dangerous places to live in or thinking that all Muslims are terrorists. Children need not to 

grow up believing in those stereotypes or taking them for granted without refuting them. 

Education must be the window through which children could explore many of the stories that 

represent the different groups rather than that one single story which may or may not be true. “It 

is impossible to engage properly with a place or a person without engaging with all of the stories 

of that place and that person. The consequence of the single story is this: It robs people of 

dignity. It makes our recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we are 

different rather than how we are similar” (Adichie, 2009). 

Going Further 

   My literature review is outlined in chapter two and focuses on 1) how children’s cultural 

identity is developed  2) an analysis of the concept of culturally responsive teaching and how it 

portrays the practicality of multicultural education and 3) exploring some inspiring culturally 
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responsive pedagogical models using children’s literature. I aimed to investigate how 

understanding and acknowledging children’s cultural identity through literature can impact the 

learners’ well-being and sense of belonging in the classroom. I have come to realize that 

exposing all children to culturally diverse literature develops their intercultural understanding, 

builds their sense of social responsibility and, most importantly, eliminates the dangers of 

prejudice and racism. Moreover, I did dig deeper to examine the current landscape of children’s 

literature and the available culturally diverse books that teachers in several contexts have used to 

enable children to develop their cultural identities. Further, I did explore some articles that 

presented some exemplary pedagogical models to incorporate culturally diverse literature in the 

curricula and how far the teachers were able to use it meaningfully in order to inform the 

learning experience and foster the exploration of the concept of ‘otherness’.  

  In my project which is illustrated in Chapter Three, I will create a pragmatic content for 

teachers that demonstrates a plethora of ideas, strategies and approaches to using culturally 

diverse literature as a tool to foster students’ sense of belonging while strengthening their 

identities. I will target the learning standards set by BC’s new curriculum focusing, in certain 

lesson guides, on language arts standards as well as integrating and connecting to other areas of 

learning such as social studies and art education in other guides. Using various representations of 

diverse cultures in children’s literature, I aim to create a variety of learner-centered instructional 

models that affirm the notions of cultural identity, social responsibility, and acceptance of the 

cultural other.  
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CHAPTER 2  

A Review of the Literature 

Preamble 

   “Canada is the first country in the world to adopt multiculturalism as its official policy”(Khan, 

2017, p.18). The notion of the Canadian mosaic where all pieces of diversity come together to 

form a beautiful inclusive utopia (Mackey, 1999, as cited in Sensoy et al., 2010) is “rooted, in 

part, in the federal doctrine of institutionalized multiculturalism managed by Canada’s Heritage 

Ministry. First introduced in 1971 by the Liberal government of Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Canadian 

biculturalism and bilingualism was primarily a response to Francophone Quebec’s 

disenfranchisement” (Sensoy et al., 2010, p.2). In the 1980s, multiculturalism was intended to 

respond to the diverse population of Canadian society. Later in 1985, the Act for the Preservation 

and Enhancement of Multiculturalism in Canada was passed by the government. Finally, in the 

1990s the department of Canadian Heritage was established, which takes care of citizenship, 

heritage and cultural affairs (Sensoy et al., 2010). According to Statistics Canada (2016), 27.2 

percent of school age children (5-24) identify themselves as ‘visible minorities’. This percentage 

is likely to continue increasing with new immigrants coming to Canada every year. This begs the 

question of how far curriculum practices and teaching pedagogies in Canada reflect a meaningful 

response to our visible minority populations.  

  There is a wealth of foundational research about the significance of addressing students’ 

cultural identities through school curriculum. Gay (2000/2015) has acknowledged the 

importance of responding to cultural diversity through pedagogies. Banks (2004) has highlighted 

the importance of teachers’ cultural sensitivity towards the diversity of their students and to work 
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on helping students develop their identities. Ting-Toomey (2005) has discussed that when 

students become able to relate themselves to their larger cultures, they develop a sense of cultural 

identity. Ladson-Billings (1994) has made a strong point about teachers who might 

unintentionally ignore students’ differences and how this leads to devaluing students’ identities. 

However, there is still a long way for schools in BC to go in order to meaningfully address 

students’ cultural differences through teaching practices. In this literature review, I aim to 

explore the historical as well as the contemporary body of literature that discussed the 

importance of addressing diversity through curriculum in general; and with particular focus on 

the implications of acknowledging and appreciating students’ cultural differences through 

teaching culturally diverse literature in classrooms.  

Developing Children’s Cultural Identities 

          I am trying to find a place for my Canadian children’s identity and their voices on this        

land and in their home, Canada. 

 --Khan, 2017, p.15 

     “The term identity in the Identity Negotiation Theory (INT) refers to an individual’s 

multifaceted identities of cultural, ethnic, religious, social class, gender, sexual orientation, 

professional, family/relational role, and personal image(s)” (Ting-Toomey, 2015, p 418). In 

order for children to establish their sense of cultural identity, they must develop “belonging or 

connection to one’s larger culture” (Ting-Toomey, 2005, p.215); they need to relate their actions, 

behaviors and choices to those who belong to the same cultural group.  New BC curriculum 

(2019) identifies cultural identity by the person’s “understanding of [his] family background, 

heritage(s), language(s), beliefs, and perspectives in a pluralistic society” (p.1), the more a 
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person values their cultural narratives, the more they are likely to develop a positive personal 

cultural identity (BC New curriculum, 2019). According to Banks, (2004) “Self-acceptance is a 

prerequisite to the acceptance and valuing of others. Students from minority groups that have 

historically experienced discrimination, racism, or other forms of marginalization often have a 

difficult time accepting and valuing their own ethnic and cultural heritages” (p.302). 

Furthermore, students whose cultural identities are fostered develop self-esteem and are often 

motivated to be effective citizens who appreciate and understand others.  

  The famous mosaic metaphor has often been used to represent Canada with its massive ethnic, 

religious, linguistic, and cultural diversity. Each unique piece adds to the beauty of the overall 

work of art without dominance. This is in contrast to the melting pot theory which aims at 

assimilating all the diverse population and melting them together. In the melting pot process one 

dominant culture becomes the prevalent and the rest take back seats. I am not calling for 

segregating cultures and dividing the population into separate segments where opportunities for 

growth and intercultural understanding are lost. The right of the individuals to maintain 

meaningful ties to their cultures should be nonnegotiable in a democratic society; at the same 

time, citizens should be able to be effective participants in the common culture (Banks, 2004). 

“Unity without diversity results in cultural repression and hegemony. Diversity without unity 

leads to Balkanization and the fracturing of the nation-state. Diversity and unity should coexist in 

a delicate balance in democratic, multicultural nation-states” (Banks, 2004, p.298) 

    Teachers should be aware of children’s cultural differences and work whole heartedly to 

integrate their experiences in curriculum. “Teachers should be sensitive to the cultural 

development that all of their students- including mainstream students, students of color, and 

other marginalized groups of students- may be experiencing and facilitate their identity 
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development” (Banks, 2004, p.302). It is the role of educational institutions especially in 

countries with diverse populations to acknowledge students’ multiple identities. Canada’s 

population reflects a mosaic of diverse ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious nations who are 

connected in the community in so many ways. “In many ways, Canada is the global village” 

(Chambers, 2003/2008, p.222). 

Current Approaches to Multicultural Education 

    The current common approaches for integrating diversity and multiculturalism in the 

curriculum are considered more of celebratory; they might play a role in bringing the culturally-

diverse children’s existence to curriculum to some extent, but they do not they really enrich all 

students’ knowledge regarding other cultures in a way that breaks cultural stereotypes. 

According to Sensoy et al., 2010 “ Often, celebration of multiculturalism is relegated to 

multicultural potlucks, and teaching about diversity is limited to the token celebrations of 

specific cultures on specific days, weeks, or months”(p.12). We also should consider the age of 

students and their intellectual development regarding grasping abstract concepts such as culture 

in its wider sense. While we cannot blame teachers for using some concrete representations of 

culture such as food, clothes or holidays with early learners, I believe that it should not be the 

only approach especially that in today’s world students in upper elementary already know a lot 

about the world, so teachers might be able to address more serious or controversial cultural 

issues with upper elementary students. Many teachers, however, lack the knowledge regarding 

the cultural others which does not allow them to be able to tailor the curriculum meaningfully to 

respond to the needs of the diverse groups that exist in their classrooms. According to Gay 

(2002), it is critical for teachers to inform themselves about the distinct features of each 

individual cultural group that exists in their classroom so they can adjust the curriculum 
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meaningfully. In diverse educational contexts like many of the Canadian classrooms, there has to 

be room in teacher preparation programs that helps pre-service teachers become knowledgeable 

about the major cultural differences that might have an impact on the way teachers should 

approach certain issues in the classroom. 

   Resorting only to celebratory approaches might be a bit dangerous with disadvantages 

outweighing its benefits as a way to develop the learners’ cultural knowledge. “A superficial 

attempt to simply drop information into existing curriculum regarding different cultures is 

detrimental to culturally diverse students. This approach trivializes the overall experiences, 

contributions, struggles, and voices of non-dominant group members [and] fails to validate the 

cultural identities of students” (Sensoy et al., 2010, p.5). This will contribute to marginalizing 

more students who already struggle to come to terms with their sense of belonging in a school 

community that is different from their home culture (Banks, 1993a; Gay, 2000). What we need is 

a pedagogy that addresses the majority as well as the minority of our students; a pedagogy that 

takes pluralistic perspectives into consideration; a pedagogy where the values of diversity and 

multiculturalism are deeply enrooted in its practices.  Using additive approaches that are being 

enforced rather than integrated meaningfully into the curriculum present to the students 

incomplete and inaccurate stories about the other ethnic groups’ cultures. 

Some research found that culturally diverse students often suffer from disturbing schooling 

experience because of some exclusionary educational practices that neglect their identities and 

devalue their cultural diversity (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Howard, 2001a, 2001b). According to 

Parhar & Sensoy (2011), “Teachers’ failure to account for students’ differences in their planning 

and instruction may result in student disinterest and alienation, ultimately manifesting in lower 

academic achievement and barriers to social well-being” (p.190). Teachers are mostly pressured 
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to tailor their practices to respond to culturally-diverse students; some educators believe that 

‘not’ being discriminatory is sufficient by pretending that they do not see color and treat 

everyone similarly;  however, they end up ignoring the culturally diverse learners rather than 

strengthening their identities through educational practices (Parhar & Sensoy, 2011). Khan, 2018 

referred to the same concept when she expressed that she wishes her children’s teacher to “be 

colorblind when treating my children equitably in relation to others, but not when teaching them. 

I wished to let her know that ‘color’ is a significant aspect of their identity and makes them who 

they are as individuals and as Canadians” (p.137). She also added that when teachers neglect the 

differences in their students’ identities, they fail to build inclusive classrooms (Khan, 2018). 

Ladson-Billings (1994) stated that when teachers ignore student differences, they devalue one of 

the most distinct features of a learner’s identity (as cited in Parhar & Sensoy,2011).  

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) 

   In an interview with Gay (2015), she clarified “Culturally responsive teaching is the 

methodological arm of multicultural education, it is what brings multicultural education from 

theory to practice in the classroom”. CRT is what brings multicultural education to real life and 

classrooms, CRT presents a practical model of integrating visible minority cultures into the 

curriculum, a model that acknowledges visible minority groups’ identities, contributions and 

diverse perspectives. “Accurate information about ethnic and cultural diversity was necessary for 

both minority and majority students to counteract the negative discriminations” (Gay, 2013, 

p.49), and for “challenging racial and cultural stereotypes, prejudices, racism, and other forms of 

intolerance, injustice, and oppression; being change agents for social justice and academic 

equity” (Gay, 2010c, p.31). 
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    CRT aims to strengthen the identities of culturally diverse students and to focus on 

highlighting the positive aspects and contributions of their cultures that are often neglected. It is 

important for culturally-diverse students to learn about the major historical events of their 

nations, however, they need to be more familiar with the contemporary events in order to be able 

to relate to and interact intellectually with what their countries are going through (Gay, 2013). 

The majority of students need also to know what is happening right now in the rest of the world 

in order to develop an international mindset and empathy with global issues.  According to Gay 

(2013), “My preference always leaned more toward cultural and contemporary content, with 

historical experiences as foundational influences. This emphasis on ‘teaching to’ cultural 

diversity helps students acquire more accurate knowledge about the lives, cultures, contributions, 

experiences, and challenges of different ethnic and racial groups” (p.49). When I think of my 

children as Egyptians who are growing up in Canada, I need them to stay informed about the 

Arab world that they belong to, its struggles, achievements and current issues. I am happy with 

them sharing the superficial aspects of their Arab heritage including famous foods, celebrities 

and clothes, as long as it is not the only avenue through which their identity is being 

acknowledged. 

    BC’s New curriculum, (2019) defines three facets that contribute to the development of a 

positive personal and cultural identity. The first facet is how students understand the significance 

of their relationship to others and their relationship to the world. Teachers mostly have the best 

inclusive intentions when they plan curricular experiences; sometimes, however, due to time 

constraints or other factors, minority cultural groups get unintentionally excluded from 

curriculum, which might challenge culturally diverse children’s understanding of the importance 

of their culture and its relationship to the world. The second facet is the importance of personal 



17 

values and how they shape people’s choices; when teachers expect culturally diverse students to 

give up on their values and embrace the dominant values because of the fact that they are 

surrounded by it, they deprive them of making the choices that express their beliefs and who they 

are. Last but not least is the facet of personal strengths and abilities and how they impact 

students’ positive, personal and cultural identities. It is crucial that teachers help students identify 

their strengths and abilities in the various aspects of schooling, and help students become aware 

of their uniqueness and how their diverse abilities and skills have an impact on the larger 

community. According to McCallum (2017), “Culturally responsive pedagogy becomes a tool to 

explain how we can develop a deeper knowledge of students’ cultures, and thus use cultural 

referents to increase opportunities for student learning. I see an opportunity to engage in inquiry, 

focus on what is important to each particular student” (Para 4). We need teachers who are fully 

capable of celebrating rather than cornering culturally diverse students’ identities and 

experiences and, in doing so they are contributing to establishing truly inclusive curriculum that 

gives agency and voice to all students regardless of their ethnicity. 

Breaking Stereotypes and Peace Building through Curriculum 

  Classrooms should be safe places where free and open channels of communication of different 

thoughts and ideas are encouraged and supported; classrooms are where peace building and 

breaking stereotypes should begin.  Students come to schools with certain identities and because 

identities are not solid, and are “ever-changing and fluid” (Parker, 2016, p.105), it is inside 

classrooms where students’ identities are affected by various educational and social interactions. 

Peacebuilding pedagogies, such as debate, dialogue, role-play, and simulations, can support the 

integration of immigrant students’ diverse identities, and make their inclusion possible (Parker, 

2016). I do acknowledge here the very notion of the hidden curriculum and that schools are 
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social control tools; through schooling students become part of a system that promotes certain 

dominant frames of knowledge and norms (Apple, 1979/1990; Jackson, 1968, as cited in Parker, 

2016). However, the real implemented curriculum lies in the hands of teachers who could, 

through various learning experiences, promote the voices of the marginalized or the culturally 

diverse students and include them socially and academically (Marri, 2005, as cited in Parker, 

2016). Neutral curriculum is a non-existent notion (Apple, 1979/2004; Freire, 1970/1994, as 

cited in Parker, 2016), the curriculum content is inspired by teacher perspectives, curriculum 

prescriptions and students’ perspectives (Kumashiro, 2000). 

Literature as Windows and Mirrors 

    “Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined, 

familiar or strange. These windows are also sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk 

through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created or recreated by the 

author” (Bishop, 1990a, p.1). “Why do all readers need a rich and varied diet of books that 

reflect the many different ethnic, cultural, socioeconomic, and linguistic groups that make up 

multiple voices, individual lives, social attributes, and perspectives around the world?” (Boyd, 

Causey &Galda, 2015, p.378). This question is a thought-provoking one; especially when we 

look at our young children and how they are, in today’s world, bombarded with countless 

sources of information other than their families such as schools, teachers, friends, books, toys, 

cartoons, movies, video games and applications. However, when we carefully examine those 

resources we encounter the fact that they are like windows that offer aspects of the world of a 

single dominant group in the society, but they do not reflect enough the various groups’ diverse 

worlds that make up our society and add to its dynamicity. According to MacArthur Award–

winning Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Adichie in her 2009 lecture “the danger of a single 
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story”, young children are made vulnerable by the stories they read and due to the fact that 

Adichie was only exposed to books with characters that are foreign to her country Nigeria, she 

believed that when she writes stories, her characters should belong to places other than her 

country. Moreover, because Adichie could never personally identify with the contexts of the 

books she used to read, when she wrote stories as a child, all that Adichie wrote about were 

characters and settings that do not exist in her personal context. When Adichie got introduced to 

books written by African people who share similar experiences with her, she went through a 

“mental shift” in the way she perceived the world and literature. “I realized that people like me, 

girls with skin the color of chocolate, whose kinky hair could not form ponytails, could also exist 

in literature. I started to write about things I recognized” (Adichie, 2009). This experience 

inspired Adichie to relate her writing to her cultural identity and to create characters and stories 

similar to her world. Adichie’s experience resonates with the notion that children’s perceptions 

of the world are greatly affected by the stories they read (Boyd, Causey &Galda, 2015). 

    Culturally diverse children need mirrors through which they can see themselves reflected, 

their worlds, homes, similar experiences and characters who resemble their families, “when 

children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or when the images they see are 

distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the 

society of which they are a part” (Bishop, 1990a, p.1). The danger lies in raising up individuals 

who always feel inferior because of a message that has been consistently conveyed to them 

through various means regarding their unimportance in the society. At the same time, there are 

negative consequences if children who belong to the mainstream or the dominant population 

exclusively see themselves in literature, “they come to the conclusion that those who are 

different from them are not worthy of appearing in books” (Boyd, Causey &Galda, 2015, p. 
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379). In contrast to the United States of America’s melting pot, the famous metaphor that is used 

to describe the Canadian society is ‘mosaic’, colored pieces of different races, religions and 

ethnic groups that may look different, but together they create one big nation. This metaphor 

conveys a powerful message that a nation’s strength lies in its diversity rather than one dominant 

group being superior to all the other existing groups and in turn all the ‘other’ different groups 

should look up and try to live a life that is similar to that of the dominant group. However, this 

metaphor needs to be more than a beautiful figure of speech that is used when politicians talk 

about Canada and its population. All children need “to not just see self and others but to 

recognize themselves in others, to understand our common humanity” (Galda et al., 2013, as 

cited in, Boyd, Causey & Galda, 2015, p.379). 

A. Developing Cultural Identity and Sense of Belonging through Literature 

  When humans develop a sense of pride in who they are; their race, religion, ethnic group, color, 

traditions, they are more likely to develop a strong cultural identity. However, living in a society 

that might not come to terms or appreciate their cultural identity could shake their sense of 

belonging and affect their well-being. Using culturally diverse literature in the classroom could 

help enforce the students’ cultural identity and develop their feeling of belonging to a classroom 

and a school that values the incorporation of stories that belong to them and reflect their diverse 

experiences. For example:   

    Many Arab American students do not have classroom experiences that 

expose them to a story that reaffirms their cultural identity as Arabs or that 

validates the importance of their cultural heritage to students from other 

cultures. This is unfortunate because research shows that to achieve basic 
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cultural identity individuals must feel a sense of ‘belonging or connection to 

one’s larger culture’ (Ting-Toomey, 2005, p. 215) 

B. Examining the Current Landscape of Children’s Literature 

   Among today’s children’s books, there is not really a wide variety of books that authentically 

represent culturally diverse populations, “there are still not enough books being published that 

are outside of the white, middle-class, heterosexual world” (Boyd, Causey &Galda, 2015, p.380). 

In order to offer genuine educational experiences, children need books that “depict diverse 

lifestyles, opportunities, beliefs, choices, and worldviews in addition to books that focus on the 

status quo” (Boyd, Causey &Galda, 2015, p.380). It is surprising that in spite of the fact that both 

Canada and U.S schools’ populations comprise a wide range of students who do not belong to 

the mainstream majority race, book publishing statistics remained almost the same “in the past 

30 years, with less than 5 percent of books published being by or about parallel cultures” (Boyd, 

Causey &Galda, 2015, p.380). Moreover, according to the Cooperative Children’s Book Center 

(CCBC), CCBC received about 3200 books in 2013, of those only 466 books that represent other 

cultural groups (as cited in Boyd, Causey &Galda, 2015, p.380). Furthermore, Bond (2006) 

reports that only less than two percent of the children’s literature published in U.S were 

published first somewhere else and translated. However, despite the lack of culturally diverse 

books, teachers could find some ways to use the few available books in different ways that 

model curricular approaches to cultural diversity. In the following section, I am presenting some 

of the pedagogical models that I personally find inspiring and meaningful attempts to bring 

culturally diverse children’s existence to curriculum.  

 

C. Inspiring Ways to Employ Culturally Diverse Literature in Classrooms 
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    A Curriculum That Is International is a framework developed by Kathy Short (2009; Short & 

Thomas, 2011, as cited in Martens et al., 2015). Under the umbrella of this framework, teachers 

could offer opportunities for students to be engaged with global literature that includes 

multicultural literature (Hadaway, 2007, as cited in Martens et al., 2015) through four areas: 1) 

cultural identities, 2) how people live in particular cultures, 3) various cultural perspectives, 4) 

global problems that inspire action by students. Those four areas are intertwined to promote 

children’s cultural understanding. First, teachers begin by selecting global literature relevant to 

their focus area and build text sets. Those text sets should offer a range of perspectives that allow 

children to perceive the problems in our world (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996, as cited in Martens 

et al., 2015). Teachers use the texts and bring them to life through a variety of learning 

experiences such as: “read- alouds, literature discussions, writing workshop, independent 

reading, partner reading, or inquiry studies” (Martens et al., 2015, p. 611). For example, Martens 

et al., 2015 use the texts to teach their required curriculum standards and skills whenever it 

works. Otherwise, they use other materials to achieve curriculum requirements. One of the books 

used to address the cultural identities area is My Name is Sangoel (Williams & Mohammed, 

2009):  

[It] is the story of Sangoel and his mother and sister, who move from Sudan to 

the U.S. after their father/husband dies in a war that leaves them refugees. 

Sangoel treasures his Dinka name that his father and grandfather held before 

him and is bothered when no one in his new community can pronounce it. 

Then, he thinks of a way to help his classmates know his name, and he begins 

to feel at home in the U.S. (Martens et al., 2015, p.612) 
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    One of the teachers pointed out that they look forward to reading My Name is 

Sangoel because they believe that when children share their names’ backgrounds, this 

helps to promote acceptance and celebrate diversity (Martens et al., 2015). This book 

stood out for me personally due to the fact that my son has trouble with people not 

being able to pronounce his name because it includes an Arabic sound that does not 

exist in the English language, and I believe that if he is given an opportunity to read 

about a book character that faces the same issue, he would be able to relate himself to 

the book and will feel better about the fact that people struggle to pronounce his name 

properly.   

   Another curricular model is the Family Backpack Project (Rowe & Fain, 2013, as cited in 

Schrodt et al., 2015) that aims to close the gap between home and school. In this model, the 

teacher takes into account the culture and the values of each single family that exists in the 

classroom and selects culturally responsive literature. They also invite parents to work with their 

children on journal responses. Every month, the teacher sends a letter to the parents along with a 

book that each child chooses. The book belongs to a set chosen based on the cultures, identities 

and interests that exist in the classroom. Some of the books’ characters are African Americans, 

and others are Spanish bilingual texts and Adoption texts. The texts are chosen carefully to 

correspond to the children’s population and experiences. “Although many quality children’s 

books could have been selected for this project, these books were chosen to offer the most 

multifaceted representation of the cultures possible” (Schrodt et al., 2015, p.592). The teacher 

invites the parents to read with their children and respond to the texts through any way that they 

feel comfortable such as writing in their languages, drawing or pictures. When students bring 

their books along with the journals back to the classrooms, they form literature circles with other 
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children who had read the same book with their parents, and have an open discussion regarding 

the book and the cultural aspects depicted that mostly relate to their lives. Finally, the teacher 

closes the circles with whole class discussion (Schrodt et al., 2015).  I found the model very 

inspiring because it acknowledges the classroom’s unique cultures and experiences such as 

adoption.  

  A third model that intrigued me is of how a teacher (Mr. Cason) chose a culturally authentic 

book that does not include typical stereotyping in order to address two reading literature 

standards (Boyd et al., 2015). In Mr. Cason’s second grade classroom, where about 85 percent of 

the children are black, he chose Nikki Grimes’ My Man Blue to teach character’s point of view 

and author’s craft. The story features an African American boy Damon who builds relationship 

with Blue who is almost his father’s age. Damon is worried that his relationship with Blue might 

disturb his single mom. Many of the kids in Mr. Cason’s class were refugees who lost their 

fathers and were able to see themselves in the main character. Mr. Cason realized that because 

the children were second graders and their understanding of character’s point of view was 

emerging, it was important for them to read about a character that relates to them through a book 

that mirrors some of their life experiences.  Also, because the book is in narrative poetry form 

that tells a story, it is a perfect text to teach children author’s craft and structure through poetry 

(Boyd et al., 2015). This model provides a perfect example of killing two birds with one stone by 

achieving literature standards and at the same time responding to cultural diversity.  

Conclusion 

   Acknowledging diverse voices, experiences and contributions of culturally diverse learners 

through curriculum generally is a noble cause that opens spaces for learners to be who they are, 

find their belonging and not to shy away from contributing to their communities. In my project, I 
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will start by collecting culturally diverse children’s literature that are not commonly used in 

classrooms and read well through them to assure their appropriateness for elementary children. I 

also happen to have heard of an emerging children’s books author Asmaa Hussein who lives in 

Toronto and she has a cause of acknowledging underrepresented minority voices through 

children’s books. I will dig further for other authors who might happen to have a similar cause. 

Then, I will activate my background knowledge and experience as an English language arts 

teacher and design activities using those books to apply some of BC English language arts 

standards. Those ideas will be presented in form of literature teaching guides designed for in-

service BC elementary teachers.  

Implications for Future Research 

   There are some areas related to the topic which could open avenues for possible future research 

studies. For example, exploring the way teacher education programs in BC prepare teachers to 

respond to cultural diversity, which requires investigating teacher education courses, talking to 

program designers, instructors, administrators, and of course student teachers themselves. 

Moreover, I am interested to find out if there is a relationship between teachers’ ethnic 

backgrounds and the way they approach cultural diversity in their practices.  In other words, do 

teachers’ ethnicities, whether they belong to visible minorities or mainstream groups, have an 

impact on teachers’ attitudes and the way they approach cultural diversity in their teaching? 
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Dear Teachers, 

Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or strange. These 
windows are also sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of 
whatever world has been created or recreated by the author. 
---Bishop, 1990a, p.1 
 

   It is through authentic representation of the various cultures in children’s books, we give children the taste of what it is like to 
be part of a pretty mosaic that has been shaped by the different yet harmonious diversities of our community. Valid 
representation of cultures needs to be true, authentic, and stereotypes free. In this guide, I tried to bring together an anthology 
of beautifully written children’ books that speak on the behalf of many cultures with the purpose of celebrating identity, 
diversity, acceptance and understanding of the feelings of the other. Along with the anthology is a step by step teaching guide 
that I hope one day some teachers find it helpful or inspiring in one way or another.  

 Stepping Stones was a window that offered my ten-year-old son a view of the world of refugees and their struggles; at the 
same time the bilingual book offered him a mirror to see his own first language featured on the pages of the book.  

Meet Yasmeen exposed my six-year-old daughter to a character that carries some resemblance to her world and who shares 
many of her dreams.  

The Day We Begin with its vivid illustrations and lyrical language provides a mirror to anyone anywhere who feels different in 
any possible way; it inspires children to accept and love themselves and never to shy away from expressing themselves. 

Drawn Together reminded me of my personal struggle to communicate with my own grandmother when I was little; I wish then I 
was more aware that many communication ways existed that are beyond words. 

Lost and Found Cat extends students’ understanding of the topic of refugees gained from reading Stepping Stones, into deeper 
empathy with refuges who have to part with their own beloved pets; it also inspires students to think of ways to help those new 
comers.  

Bismillah Soup is a spinoff of the classic Stone Soup, it draws on the same theme of kindness and sharing but with Somali 
characters and details. A great opportunity to compare between the events and explore the cultural features represented in 
Bismillah Soup and Muth’s Stone Soup Chinese edition.  

Last but not least, I have added more titles to the anthology of culturally diverse books in Appendix A for teachers to further 
explore and pick and choose what works best for their classrooms. Hopefully, by incorporating cultural diversity into children’s 
stories we provide them with windows to see the others with compassion and understanding, as well as mirrors to accept and 
love themselves.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                    Yossra 
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide #1                                                                                                                                                                  
Stepping Stones by Margriet Ruurs, artwork by Nizar Ali Badr 

Grade Level:  4-5 

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    This bilingual book (Arabic and English) is inspired by the Syrian refugees’ struggles and 

their attempts to flee from war and start a new life away from everything they know. The stone 

artwork presented in the book is by the Syrian artist Nizar Badr who still lives in Syria, his 

wordless art conveys deep emotions about war, peace, hope, love and persistence. I do believe 

children all over the world need to be presented with such stories that develop their awareness 

and appreciation of what they have. Safe homes, full bellies, alive family members and good 

education are taken for granted by many kids. Due to the fact that there is a growing population 

of Syrian refugees in BC schools, such book provides an opportunity for Syrian kids to see 

themselves, be proud of their language and cherish the hard days that many of them had gone 

through. 

Stepping Stones Cover page 

Figure 1 
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Big Ideas (Understand) 

ELA Exploring stories and other texts helps us understand ourselves and make connections to 

others and to the world. 

Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, Listening and Viewing: 

 
• Use a variety of comprehension 

strategies before, during, and after 
reading, listening, or viewing to 
deepen understanding of text 

• Use personal experience and 
knowledge to connect to text and 
deepen understanding of self, 
community, and world 

• Respond to text in personal and 
creative ways  

 
Writing, Speaking, Representing 
 

•  Exchange ideas and perspectives to 
build shared understanding 

• Use and experiment with oral 
storytelling processes 

 
Story/Text:  
 
forms, functions 
text features  
literary devices 
 
 
Strategies and Processes:  
 
reading strategies  
oral language strategies  
 
 
Language features, structures and 
conventions: 
  
sentence structure and grammar  
conventions  
presentation techniques 
                                                               

 

 

Materials: 

- Copies of the book Stepping Stones(figure 1) or a digital copy 
- World Map to locate Syria 
- Discussion questions 
- Visual thinking routine copies (SEE  THINK WONDER) figure 2 
- Anchor charts ( foreshadowing, form and function of stories) figure 3 

 

Lesson Instructions: 

Recommended Setting: This book is great for whole class read-aloud or small group instruction.  

Suggestion for differentiation: While Pre reading activities might be done with the whole class, 
during reading differentiated activities could be designed for smaller groups. Advanced readers 
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Figure 1  Documenting thinking routine 

could work independently most of the time while teacher is supporting the more struggling 
readers.  

 

Lesson Duration: (2) 80 minutes sessions 

Pre Reading: 

- Activate students’ schematic knowledge by first showing them that the setting of 
our story starts in a country called Syria, point to its location on the world map. The 
kids need to visualize how far it is from Canada and how long it might have taken 
refugees to come all the way to Canada to be able to imagine the struggle they have 
gone through.  

 
- Ask students to observe the artwork illustration on the front cover-figure1, and talk to 

their partners about the challenges they believe refugees have to face. After two 
minutes, whole group discussion.  

 
- Show them a quick video (like the 

one in the link below) about the war 
in Syria. Using the visual thinking 
routine, SEE THINK WONDER 
Figure 2, they are given an opportunity 
to engage with the video and express 
their thoughts and questions. 
Afterwards, they need to share their 
thoughts in the group discussion.  

https://youtu.be/2iz2tNiRpeY (the 
content is suitable for kids) 
 
 
 

- Students need to learn a little bit about the form and the function of the book by 
reading the foreword of the book and discussing it in the group. It gives students 
some insights into how authors get inspired and clearly shows that authors need to 
work hard, reach out and collaborate with other people like artists or translators to 
bring their ideas to existence.  

 

- Have an anchor chart ready that talks about form and function of stories- see figure 3 
(they are narrative texts, could be real or imagined, teach us, carry a personal 
journey, strengthen a sense of identity). 
 

 See Think Wonder thinking routine 

Figure 2 

https://youtu.be/2iz2tNiRpeY
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While Reading: 

- Read the first page aloud. Tell students that 
authors use a literary technique called 
foreshadowing when they hint at something that 
will happen later in the story. (FORE= ahead, 
SHADOW: a glimpse of something with no 
details), this technique excites readers and 
makes them wonder about what is going to 
happen. When the author said “Rama, wake 
up!”(page 1) in a larger font and we already 
know from the cover page that this story is 
about war, we become anxious about what is 
going to happen. 

 
- Read aloud pages 2, 3, 4 & 5. 

 
- Discuss the author’s use of figurative language. For example:  I played on sunbaked 

soil ,Wrapped in silk and hugs , My legs were trees, rooted to the soil 
 

- Ask them to observe the artwork on page 5 and share their emotions and thoughts 
about the picture.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Discussion Question: Why do you think that Rama’s grandpa believes that if 
someone is free, they should be able to dance their dances and pray the prayers of 
their choice? How important is that to someone’s sense of freedom? 
 

- Read aloud pages 6,7 & 8 
 

- Discussion Questions: The author says on page 8 “I cried in my mama’s lap even 
though I am a big girl now.” Why is Rama crying? Why is it important that she can 

  Foreshadowing anchor chart 

    Stepping Stones page 5 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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shed those tears in such situation? Recall and think about a time you cried, even 
though you felt too old. How does this reflection help you understand Rama’s 
emotions? Do you think that you are ever too old to cry? 

 

- Read aloud the rest of the story. 

Post Reading activities: 

Note: Most of the pre reading portion needs to be written, feedback regarding ideas, paragraph 
structure, grammar and conventions needs to be given. One on one setting is recommended when 
giving feedback on writing 

- What can be understood about Syrian customs and traditions from Stepping Stones? 
Support your response with some textual evidence. 

 
-  Use Venn diagram to compare between your childhood memories and Rama’s 

childhood.  
- In your opinion, what messages does the author want her readers to understand? 

How are those messages conveyed to us as readers? 
 

- As a personal response to the book, Arabic speakers could respond to the story in 
their own language expressing their feelings, ideas or wonderings. 

 
- As a creative response to the story, students could use stones to create their own 

artwork to express the emotions encountered in Stepping Stones/ create their own 
stories using stones and practice oral storytelling processes (attending to stage 
presence, presenting the story efficiently, keeping the listener’s interest throughout)  

 
Hopefully, by the end of the sessions they will develop knowledge 
and empathy with the refugees. Students need to be aware that 
refugees do not only come from Syria, but also from other parts of 
the world that suffer from wars. Those refugees along with the other 
immigrants who come from many parts of the world add to Canada’s 
diversity and contribute to Canada’s economy by their experiences. 
 
In Lost and found Cat guide #5, which is intended for the same 
grade level, students will build on the knowledge and extend the 
understanding gained from Stepping Stones and learn more about 
how refugees sacrifice many beloved things including their pets 
when they have to leave everything behind, and how hard this could 
be.                                                             
 
 

 
 

           

    Stepping Stones foreword page 

Figure 5 
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide # 2                                                                                                                                                                   
Meet Yasmeen by Saadia Faruqi, illustrated by Hatem Aly   

Grade Level: 1-2 (K) 

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts and Social Studies 

                                          

  

 

 

 

 Meet Yasmeen series author is interfaith activist and 

cultural sensitivity trainer, the books are great for 

early readers who are exploring chapter books. The 

protagonist of the series, Yasmeen, is a Pakistani 

American girl whom the author is sharing her dreams 

of what she wants to be and how she is working to 

achieve those dreams. The series portrays Pakistani characters with their traditional attires; yet 

living in the contemporary world in USA. It provides an example of underrepresented 

populations in children’s books that children from all backgrounds need to see in books in order 

to break stereotypes and build acceptance. Meet Yasmeen is comprised of four separate stories, 

the lesson plan below is designed for story one Yasmeen the Explorer.  

 

Big Ideas (Understand) 

Meet Yasmin Cover page 

Figure 6 
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 ELA #1 Stories and other texts connect us to ourselves, our families; and our communities. 

         #2 Everyone has a unique story to share. 

Social Studies     Canada is made up of many diverse regions and communities. 

Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, listening and viewing: 
 

• Read fluently at grade level 
• Use sources of information and prior 

knowledge to make meanings (world 
map as an example) 

• Use developmentally appropriate 
reading, listening and viewing 
strategies to make meaning 

• Engage actively as listeners, viewers 
and readers as appropriate, to develop 
understanding of self, identity, and 
community 

• Recognize the structure and elements 
of a story 

 
Writing, speaking and representing: 

• Exchange ideas and perspectives to 
build shared understanding 

• Communicate using sentences and 
most conventions of Canadian 
spelling, grammar, and punctuation  

• Create stories and other texts to 
deepen awareness of self, family, and 
community 

• Explore oral story telling processes 
 

Social Studies: 
 

• Use Social Studies inquiry processes 
and skills to ask questions; gather, 
interpret, and analyze ideas; and 
communicate findings and decisions 
Key skills:  

- Use cardinal directions to 
identify relative locations on 
simple maps 

 
Story/Text:  
 
Text features, elements of story, vocabulary 
associated with texts  
 
 
Strategies and Processes: 
  
Reading strategies (prediction, making 
connections, inferences, asking questions) 
 
 
Language features, structures and 
conventions: 
 
Letter formation 
Conventions  
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- Create simple maps of familiar 
locations 

 
             

Materials: 

- Copies of the book Meet Yasmeen- figure 6 
- World Map/globe to locate Pakistan and the other countries students come from. 
- Story elements graphic organizer 

Lesson Instructions: 

Recommended setting: This book is great for small group instruction in guided reading 
classroom. 

Lesson Duration: (2) 80 minutes sessions or more depends on reading levels 

Pre Reading: 

Social studies integration: 

- Tell the students that the main character in our story is from a country called Pakistan, 
(show them where the country is on the world map or globe), Yasmeen’s family 
emigrated from Pakistan to America. Explain that some people decide to leave their 
countries and move to different countries like America or Canada for many reasons.  

Engaging Students Ideas:  

a. Can anyone tell us how their family ended up living in Victoria (for example)? 
Did your family emigrate from another country or move from another city? How 
far is it from Victoria? Students could share where their families come from and 
you could help them locate their original countries on the globe.  

b. Help students estimate the relative location of the other countries they are 
referring to using cardinal directions 

c. Why do you think people emigrate from their countries? They can share their 
families’ stories if they prefer. Some students might not know about their 
families’ stories, be ready to share your story or other famous characters they 
read about in Social studies class.  

d. Encourage students to share their favorite cultural traditions related to their other 
countries and point out to the importance of learning about various cultures and 
that people from different cultures enrich the community.  
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Story one: Yasmeen the Explorer: 

Prediction 

-  Tell students that good readers observe the cover 
page of a book, table of contents, titles, pictures in 
order to predict what the story is going to be about. 
Prediction helps readers understand the story better 
when they read it.  

 
- Turn to the table of contents and point out that the 

book Meet Yasmeen includes four stories and that we 
are going to read the first story which is on page 4. 
Ask them to go to page 4 and read the title Yasmeen 
the Explorer and ask them what they think this 
particular story is going to be about, encourage them 
to share their thoughts in the group. Once at the story, let students flip through the 
pages and find chapters and chapter titles and teach them to gather clues from the 
chapter titles to know more about the story before reading it.  

 
- Who likes to explore? What do you like to explore? What tools do you use to 

explore new things? 
 

- Has anyone ever got lost while you were exploring something? How did you feel? 
What is the best thing to do if you ever get lost? Turn and talk to your partner 

 
 

Understanding vocabulary and cultural expressions using context clues: naan, hijab, Jaan, 
baba 

 
- Jaan p.7. Ask students if anyone has a nick name that their parents use to call them? 

Sometimes, people like to call their kids with nick names to show their love. 
Yasmeen’s nick name is Jaan; the author gave us some context clues so we can 
understand the word as he said “using his sweet name for her” so we can understand 
what Jaan means.  

 
- Hijab p. 8 People from different cultures dress 

differently and hijab is a head wear that some 
people from other countries like to wear. The 
picture on page 9 helps us know what hijab means 
as it is not stated in the story. Illustrations are other 
context clues that help readers understand the text 
better and know more about the characters.  

 
- Does anyone know someone who wears a hijab 

like Yasmeen’s mom in their community? Talk to 

Predication anchor chart 

Meet Yasmeen p.9 

Figure 7 

Figure 8 
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the kids that everyone is different and that is okay. When people are different, they 
make our community more interesting as they share different ideas and ways of 
doings from different places around the world. 

 

- Naan p.12 People from different cultures like to eat different foods, Naan is a kind 
of bread from Pakistan. They can even try the bread in class as it is available in 
Canada. 

 

Connection to Social Studies 

What does the word Community mean? Why is important to be part of a community?  
Pages 12, 13 &17 show community examples, talk about it and start developing their 
understanding of the concept of a community. Our little and big families are 
communities, our neighborhood is a community, our school is a community, etc. 
People in communities should help and support each other when needed.  
 
 

While Reading: 

- Tell students that stories have elements without which we 
have no complete story, hand out the story elements 
graphic organizer and prompt them to fill it out during 
and after reading the story. ( we only work on the very 
basic elements of the story with grades 1 & 2) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Ideas to practice reading fluently on grade 
level: 

 
Below-level readers: read aloud the first 
chapter modeling expressions, altering voices 
when different characters are talking, and 
creating mood with your tone, volume and 
intonation. Students can take turns reading 
aloud following your example and you can 
help them when needed. Make sure to record 
their reading habits to track their progress; it 
is recommended that students also practice 
self-monitoring reading habits. 

Elements of a story 

My reading goals 

Figure 9 

Figure 10 
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On-level readers: Students can do popcorn reading as a fun way to be engaged and to 
increase their reading proficiency. 
 
Above-level readers: could be paired up with below-level readers to support them, 
model good reading habits, and give them feedback 
 
Role playing is also a very effective way to support comprehension and it works well 
with all reading abilities.  

Monitor comprehension while reading 

 
- What places (locations) does Yasmeen put in her map? Why did she include all 

those places? 
 

- How does Yasmeen feel about going to the farmer’s market? Why?  
 

- Who knows what the farmer’s market is? You can talk to them about the 
importance of buying food that is in season from local farmers versus buying food 
from the grocery store. 

 
- Above-level readers: On page 14, the author mentions that Yasmin is “itching” to 

explore. Was she really itching? She means that she cannot wait/ super excited to 
explore. Explain that this is called figurative language- descriptive language that 
does not really mean what it says. It is a device authors use to make their writing 
more interesting and to help readers visualize or imagine an event or a place.  

 
 

- On page 16, the author said “Yasmeen took a deep breath. ‘I am a brave explorer,’ 
she reminded herself. ‘I can find my way back to mama.’”  
How do you behave when you are afraid? Do you find ways to calm yourself like 
what Yasmeen did? They can share examples of situations when they were afraid 
and how they managed to calm themselves down.  

 
- Look at the illustration on page 20. How does Yasmeen feel? How do you know? 

People can show their feelings using their facial expressions and body language, we 
do not always have to talk to show how we feel. For example: Yasmeen has a big 
frown on her face which makes readers understand that she is sad. Good readers 
observe the illustrations quite well to understand the text. (Text features) 

 
 

- How was Yasmeen able to find her mom? It was her blue Hijab that helped Yasmin 
recognize her mom; our differences could make us stand out in our communities.  

 
- In your opinion, did Yasmeen do the right thing when she got lost? Why? 

 

https://classroom.synonym.com/popcorn-reading-7349968.html


39 

Post Reading/ extension activities: 

- Complete the story elements graphic organizer. Feedback regarding writing 
conventions should be given.  
 

- Think of a situation when you or someone you know got lost somewhere, describe 
the situation, how did you/they feel? What action did you/ they take? Do you think 
it was a right decision? Why/ Why not? ( practice oral story telling ) 

 
- Turn back to pages 18-19 and have students observe Yasmeen’s map. Invite 

students to design a map of their school, house, classroom or any other place they 
like. After reminding them of cardinal directions, ask them to be prepared to 
describe the locations of the different symbols on their maps using cardinal 
directions.  
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide #3                                                                                                                                                                  
The Day You Begin, by Jacqueline Woodson, illustrated by Rafael Lopez 

Grade Level: Grade 3 

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts curriculum and Art Education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This beautiful picture book with 

its lyrical language and vivid 

illustrations inspires early readers 

to celebrate the diversity that exists in their worlds. It teaches little ones that no matter how 

different they look, wear, eat or behave, they need to be proud of themselves; and that everyone 

needs to share their stories in order to build bridges of communication with others. It connects to 

social and emotional learning as it contributes to building empathy with others, self-confidence 

and acceptance of others as they are. I decided to design this guide to teach third graders as it is 

the age where many students start becoming conscious of the differences that exist between 

themselves and the others; building assumptions about the others and treating them based on 

those assumptions that might be wrong. A great book to read at the beginning of the school year. 

The Day You Begin Cover Page 

Figure 11 
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Big Ideas (Understand) 

ELA #1 Exploring stories and other texts connect us to ourselves, our families, and our 

communities.  

#2 Everyone has a unique story to share 

Art Education Creative expression develops our unique identity and voice  

 

Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, Listening and Viewing: 
 

• Use developmentally appropriate 
reading, listening, and viewing 
strategies to make meaning 

• Recognize how different texts reflect 
different purposes 

• Engage actively as listeners, viewers, 
and readers, as appropriate, to develop 
understanding of self, identity and 
community 

• Use personal experience and 
knowledge to connect to text and 
make meanings 

 
 
Writing, Speaking, Representing: 
 

• Exchange ideas and perspectives to 
build shared understanding 

• Create stories and other texts to 
deepen awareness of self, family and 
community 

 
 
Art Education 
Communicating and documenting: 
 

• Express feelings, ideas, stories, 
observations, and experiences through 
creative works 

 

 
Story/Text:  
Literacy elements and devices (visual 
imagery) 
Text features (illustrations) 
 
Strategies and Processes:  
 
Reading strategies  (making connections, 
visualization) 
Metacognitive strategies 
Author’s purpose (inspiring us to be kind) 
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Materials: 

• Just one or two copies of the book for reading aloud and viewing 
• Sketch pads and coloring pencils 
• Venn diagram graphic organizer copies 
• Imagery anchor chart- see figure 13 

 

Lesson Instructions: Whole class read aloud is recommended, it could be read during morning 
circle over a period of time. Reading it more than once is also encouraged whenever the class is 
entering a new stage or meeting new people, having new students in class; whenever you feel the 
need to remind students to be kind to each other.  

Lesson Duration: Reading and activities could be done over multiple 15-20-minute sessions 
(Morning circles) 

Pre Reading: 

Warm up questions/ activities: 

1. How would you feel if you walked into a place and found out that all people seem 
different from you? Why? 
 

2. What is one thing that you believe is special or unique about you? Is it a negative or 
positive trait? How could this trait help/not help you in new situations? ( understand and 
develop identity) 
 
 
 

3. Diversity progressive mind mapping 
activity: Students build on each other’s 
definitions of diversity using words or 
illustrations. The goal is to build a shared 
understanding of the concept of diversity. 
 
a. In what ways can people be diverse? 
 
b. Ask students why it is important to have 

those conversations about our 
differences (metacognitive awareness). 
 

c. How might people who belong to a 
different race, ability group, culture feel when they are in a group that is different 
from them? How can the bigger group make them feel welcome?  

While Reading: 

Read the whole story aloud with no interruptions; let them enjoy it. Do not show them the 
pictures for the purpose of the activity below.   

Diversity mind mapping 

Figure 12 
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Note: The story is below grade 3 level; we will not need to preview challenging vocabs or 
concepts. Our main purpose is developing students’ empathy and self-esteem.  

 

Literary devices (visual imagery):  

Explain to students that good readers use the author’s words to 
visualize, which means to create pictures in their heads about the 
characters or the events of the story. This is called visual 
imagery, which is the way the writer has put the words together 
in order to create a picture in our minds that appeals to one of our 
five senses.  

In the following short activity gradual release of responsibility 
model is applied where you are going to model first how readers 
create mental pictures using the author’s words (I DO). Then, 
students will try it out with partners (WE DO) and share it with 
the class. Lastly, each student will practice visualizing 
individually (You Do).  

 

 

Modeling (I do):  

Begin reading aloud the sentence on page 4 
“Maybe it will be your skin, your clothes, or the 
curl of your hair.” This sentence made me imagine 
seeing a pretty girl with unfamiliar clothes and a 
curly hair, I also imagined her looking really shy 
and uncomfortable. The author’s words such as 
“skin”, “clothes”, and “the curl of your hair” 
helped me create this mental image. Good readers 
visualize some events or characters of a story to 
help them understand the text better.  

Remember: Do not view the book at this point. 

Imagery anchor chart 

The Day You Begin p. 3 & 4 

Figure 13 

Figure 14 
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Group Work (We do):  

Read out loud the sentence on page 6 “And because they do not 
understand, the classroom will fill with laughter until the 
teacher quiets everyone.” Ask students to turn and talk to their 
partners and share their mental pictures after hearing this 
sentence. Have couple of students share their images and point 
out that good readers might have different images of the same 
event of a story because we all have different perspectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

Work (You do): 

Read out loud page 20 “ There will be times 
when the world feels like a place that you’re 
standing all the way outside of……” Each 
student should visualize a mental image 
individually and you can ask those who like to 
share their images. 

 

 

 

 

 

Connect to Art Education: Ask students to 
listen one more time to the story; invite them to 
use their coloring pencils and sketch pads to draw any line/words that they could imagine. They 
need to write some keywords, so they know which lines/words they drew later. Students do not 
need to worry about how perfect or beautiful their sketch is. The key is to use art to express our 
emotions, ideas and observations.  

 

After that, walk them through the book illustrations (remember that they have been listening and 
visualizing without seeing any of the illustrations the whole time) ask them to compare between 
their perspective/ visualization of the events they drew and the illustrator’s perspective of the 
same event.  

 

 The Day You Begin p.6 

The Day You Begin p. 19 &20 

Figure 15 

Figure 16 
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Post Reading:  

Who is in the room activity? (Adapted version of an activity prepared by Silverman, Kennedy 
and Renault (n.d)) 

• Prepare for this activity strategically by pairing up students in a way that in each pair 
there are two diverse students, who might not always get along, look different or have 
different background or abilities.  

• Begin by discussing the following questions with the whole class: 
 
a. What information do you learn about each of the children in the book as they express 

themselves to one another? 
b. What would you ask someone when you meet them for the first time?  

 
 

• Generate a list of questions on chart paper that the class feels will help them get to know 
their partners. Some of the possible responses might be:  
1. Where were you born? 
2. When is your birthday? 
3. What is your favorite color/ sport/ hobby/ park/toy/story/video game/food/? 
4. What do you do on weekends? 
5. How many siblings do you have? 
6. Do you speak another language? 
7. Are you allergic to anything? 
8. Do you do chores at home? What are those? 

 

• Ask them to interview each 
other, invite them to list all of the 
answers that they have in 
common with one another as 
well their differences in a Venn 
diagram.  
 

• Invite each person to introduce 
their partner to the class by 
sharing the most interesting parts 
of the conversation. 

 
 
 
 

After reading reflective discussion questions: 

1. In your opinion, what inspired the author to write this story? 
2. What examples of peoples’ differences that Woodson highlight in the story? 
3.  Is there a character from the book that you relate to? Why?  

Venn diagram 

Figure 17 
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4. What do you think is the most important message that the 
author is trying to convey to the readers? You can review 
the author’s purpose anchor chart-See figure 18 (inspiring 
us to be more kind and understanding to each other)  
 
Note: According to BC New curriculum, Persuade is 
replaced by Inspire which applies to this story as the 
author is not directly persuading the readers to show 
empathy; she is inspiring them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Author's purpose 

Figure 18 
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide #4                                                                                                                                                                  
Drawn Together, by Minh Le, illustrated by Dan Santat 

Grade Level: Grade 3  

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts and Art Education 

 

 

 

 

 

This beautiful picture book teaches young 

children that no matter what different 

languages we speak, we can always find 

different ways to connect with each other. 

In this story which reflects Thai first 

generation children, the little boy could 

not talk to his grandfather in Thai, and 

they had such a boring time not being able to communicate with each other. Eventually, when 

the little boy started drawing his grandpa joined him and together, they had fun time. Drawn 

Together provides an opportunity for teachers to integrate Art Education in English Language 

Arts classes in a way that highlights how art is another language but, with no words, that could 

bridge the gap between people and help them find a common ground.  

 

Drawn Together cover page 

Figure 19 
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Big Ideas (Understand) 

ELA Stories and other texts (visual texts in this story) connect us to ourselves, our families, 
and our communities.  
 
Art Education People connect to the hearts and minds of others in a variety of places and times 

through the arts. 

Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, Listening and Viewing: 

• Engage actively as listeners, viewers, and 
readers, as appropriate, to develop 
understanding of self, identity, and 
community 

• Use personal experience and knowledge 
to connect to text and make meaning 

 
Writing, Speaking, Representing: 

• Exchange ideas and perspectives to build 
shared understanding 
 

• Create stories and other texts to deepen 
awareness of self, family, and 
community 

 
Art Education 
Reasoning and reflecting: 

• Reflect on creative processes and make 
connections to personal experiences 

 
Communicating and documenting: 

• Interpret and communicate ideas using 
symbolism in the arts 

• Describe and respond to works of art 

 
Story/Text:  
 
Text features ( cover page, illustrations, 
title, dedication page) 
 
Strategies and Processes:  
 
Oral language strategies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Art Education: 
 
Symbolism as ways of creating and 
representing meaning  
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Materials: 

• 3-4 copies of the book for viewing; could be a digital version as well 
• Sketch pads and coloring pencils 

 

Lesson Instructions: Small guided reading groups 

 

Lesson Duration: (2) 80-min sessions 

Note: It would be great if students are learning about symbolism in shared reading whole 
classroom instruction so they can extend their knowledge regarding symbolism by exploring this 
text. 

Pre Reading: 

Warm up questions:    

• Have you ever had hard time communicating with someone? How did you feel about it? 
• What are the different ways through which people can express themselves?  

 
The purpose of the above discussion questions is to develop students’ understanding that 
words are not the only possible way through which people can express their ideas and 
connect with each other. We can connect through different forms of arts as well such as 
drawing, painting, music or drama. 

 

Prediction:  

• Remind students that good readers use predication as a strategy to help them understand 
the story they are going to read. We predict by reading the title and observing the 
illustrations of the story. Encourage students to read the title and walk through the 
illustrations to make predictions. When they share their thoughts, make sure to ask them 
about the clues that helped them predict (textual evidence) 
 

• What do you think the title Drawn Together means? Is there anything interesting about 
the way the title is written? 
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Suggestions for differentiated instruction:  
• Only advanced readers or those with 

background knowledge of Thai language, if 
any, will recognize that the letters of the 
title are written in Thai alphabet which 
shows the grandfather’s background. The 
way the English title is written in Thai 
letters also symbolizes the unexpected 
connection that happened between the 
grandfather and the little boy through their 
love of art.  It is an opportunity to connect 
to art education by talking about 
symbolism as a way of creating meaning. 
 
 
 

• If you are reading 
this story with 
above-level 
readers, there is an 
opportunity to 
introduce a new 
text feature, the 
dedication page. 
Tell students that 
writers often like to express their gratitude to some people who helped them write a book; 
it could be the author’s wife, parents, children or any one that helped them. We call this 
dedication page.  
 

• Refer to the part that explains that some parts of the book are written in Thai. We can 
often find extra information about books on this page. It is very important to give credit 
to everyone who participated in the book. For example, the author here mentioned the 
name of the translator who translated some parts from Thai to English. 

Figure 22 

 
Drawn Together translation note 

 

Drawn Together title 

Drawn Together dedication page 

Figure 20 

Figure 21 
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While Reading: 

• Why do you 
think the 
opening scene of 
the story is 
wordless? Do 
you think the 
author did that 
on purpose? 
 

• How did the boy 
feel when his 
mom dropped 
him off at his 
grandpa’s 
house? How did 
you know? 
(making 
inferences) 
 
 
 

• What does the differences in their meals tell you about the 
little boy and his grandpa? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

• During and after dinner grandpa was trying to say something 
in Thai. What do you think he is trying to tell his grandson? Now let’s turn again to the 
dedication page to see the translation of what grandpa is trying to say. Is that what you 
expected?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Drawn Together p. 1 &2 

Drawn Together p. 3 

Figure 23 

Figure 24 
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• What does “seeing each other 
for the first time” mean? 
 

• Have you ever seen someone 
you already know for the first 
time after doing something 
special together? Explain 
 

• What can you tell about the 
two characters’ personalities 
from their art? The boy 
imagines himself as a wizard 
which reflects his interests. 
Grandpa drew himself as a 
traditional Thai warrior 
which shows how proud he is 
of his background.  

 

 

 

• What does the dragon that appeared multiple times in the story symbolize? Why did he 
keep appearing frequently? Go over the pages where the dragon appears and discuss each 
one with the students focusing on the characters’ emotions and how they change.  
 

One possible 
interpretation 
maybe that 
the dragon 
represents 
the 
gap/distance 
and the 
silence that 
existed 
between the 
two 
characters; 
the more they 
draw and 
find ways to 
connect with 
each other, 

Drawn Together p. 11 &12 

Drawn Together p. 17 & 18 

Figure 25 

Figure 26 
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the farther the dragon becomes.  

 

 

• Why did the boy say “This time I am not afraid” when the 
dragon did appear again at the end of the story? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Compare between the emotions of the 
characters in the beginning and at the 
end of the story? What has changed? 

 

 

 

 

 

• What are the grandfather and the 
grandson holding when they wave 
goodbye? What does it symbolize?  

 

 

 

 

Drawn Together p. 24 

Drawn Together p. 31 

Figure 27 

Figure 28 
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Post reading activities:  

• Based on the story, the boy imagined himself as a wizard and grandpa imagined himself 
as a warrior. Grab your sketch pad and markers and think of a character that represents 
your personality. Draw it and write down what traits do you like about this character and 
why it represents you.  
 
 
 
 

• Were you ever able to find a common 
ground and communicate with 
someone you had hard time 
connecting to? What did you do? 
How did it help? 

 

 

 

 

• Choose any short story from the 
classroom library and pair up with a friend to come up with a wordless version of the 
same story. Make sure to try your best illustrating the struggles, events, emotions and 
changes in the characters in your speechless version. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drawn Together p. 27 & 28 

Figure 29 
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide #5                                                                                                                                                                 
Lost and Found Cat, by Doug Kuntz and Amy Shrodes, illustrated by Sue Cornelison 

Grade Level: Grades 4 and 5  

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This beautifully illustrated narrative nonfiction 

book captures heartfelt moments of despair, pain, 

hope, love and reunion. Sura, a single mom from Iraq, had to flee her war-torn country along 

with her five children to seek a better life. They had no heart to leave behind their beloved cat 

Kunkush; despite of the risk, they hid Kunkush in their belongings and embarked on their long 

tiring journey. After they had finally reached their destination in Greece, Kunkush was lost into 

the forest. With the help and the hard work of the compassionate volunteers, Kunkush was 

reunited with his family. This book teaches young children that when immigrants and refugees 

leave behind their countries, they sometimes have to take big risks or even sacrifice what they 

love for the sake of a safer future. It also highlights the role of volunteers in our community; and 

how by being compassionate and helpful to others, we are showing gratitude to all the blessings 

we have.  

Lost and Found Cat cover page 

Figure 29 
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Big Ideas (Understand) 

ELA #1 
Questioning what we hear, read, and view contributes to our ability to be educated and 
engaged citizens.  
 
 
ELA #2 
 
Exploring stories and other texts helps us understand ourselves and make connections to others 
and to the world.  
 
 
Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, Listening and Viewing: 
 

• Access and integrate information and 
ideas from a variety of sources and from 
prior knowledge to build understanding 

 
• Use a variety of comprehension 

strategies before, during, and after 
reading, listening, or viewing to deepen 
understanding of text 
 

• Consider different purposes, audiences, 
and perspectives in exploring texts 
 

• Use personal experience and knowledge 
to connect to text and deepen 
understanding of self, community, and 
world 
 

• Show an increasing understanding of the 
role of organization in meaning 
(chronological events, paragraphing) 
 

• Respond to text in creative and personal 
ways 

 
Writing, Speaking, Representing: 

 
Story/Text:  
 
Text features  
Forms, function, and genres of text, 
evidence 
 
 
Strategies and Processes:  
 
Reading strategies 
Metacognitive strategies 
Writing processes ( they might write 
narrative nonfiction inspired by the way 
the story was written) 
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• Exchange ideas and perspectives to build 
shared understanding 

• Develop and apply extending word 
knowledge (synonyms) 

• Transform ideas and information to 
create original texts. 

•  
 

Materials: 

• 3-4 copies of the book for viewing; could be a digital version as well 

Lesson Instructions: Small guided reading groups. Teaching skills in guided reading small 
groups is always more effective when they go hand in hand with the skills taught in shared 
reading to the whole class. For example, if I were to read Lost and Found Cat in guided reading, 
I would first introduce narrative nonfiction genre and its characteristics in the shared reading 
class.  

 

Lesson Duration: (2) 80-min sessions 

Pre Reading: 

Warm up questions:    

- Who owns a pet? / How do you feel about having a pet? /Have you ever lost pet? / How 
did it happen? / How did you feel? 

 

 

 

Introduce the genre:  

- Tell students that the 
story they are going to 
read is real; the 
characters are real and 
exist in real life; the 
plot of the story with 
all its details is NOT 
made up by the 
authors and the 
authors themselves 
were part of the 
events. Show them the 

Lost and Found Cat p.39 &40 

Figure 30 
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photographs at the end of the book and read with them the captions. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Remind students that narrative nonfiction is a real story that happened in real life. Make 
sure that they know the difference between the nonfiction/expository genre and the 
narrative nonfiction. The nonfiction/expository teaches facts about a topic and is more 
efficient when we are looking for information on a certain topic, whereas narrative 
nonfiction is a real story about a topic.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lost and Found Cat p. 41 & 42 Lost and Found Cat back cover from inside 

 Expository vs. narrative nonfiction anchor chart 

Figure 31 Figure 32 

Figure 33 
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- Ask students to pose some questions or wonderings they have about the story after they 

had read the captions of the photographs at the end of the story-See figures 30 &31 (Big 
idea #1 Questioning what we hear, read, and view contributes to our ability to be 
educated and engaged citizens). Revisit those questions at the end of the story sessions 
and check if students have developed some answers to their wonderings. If not, plan 
extension activities to address their wonderings.  
 

- Some possible wonderings: Why do people leave behind their countries? Which 
countries in the world are war torn today? Why do wars take place? How do people seek 
asylum? What are the challenges that refugees could encounter on their way to safer 
countries? How can we help refugees? How do we become volunteers? What are the 
available organizations in our city that offer services to refugees? 
 

Background knowledge activation:  

Remind students of the story they read earlier Stepping Stones and what they learned about 
refugees and their struggles. Tell them that in today’s story Lost and Found Cat we will learn 
about how refugees’ journey to a safer home could be dangerous and full of challenges. In Lost 
and Found Cat, Sura along with her five children had to go all the way from Iraq to Norway. It 
was not as comfortable as a trip flight one could take on a holiday to another country. Instead, it 
was very tiring and exhausting, and they could have lost their lives drowning.   

 

While Reading: 

- Ask students to turn to the dedication page and read to them the dedications aloud. 
Remind them that dedications written in books are like saying thank you to those who 
helped and inspired the author to be able to complete his book. The unique thing about 
this story is that the authors were two of the volunteers who helped refugees settle down 
after their long tiring travels. Doug and Amy are the authors of the story and in the 
dedication, they mention that refugees have had to flee their beloved home and search for 
safer homes. What are the other reasons that might make people decide to leave behind 
their countries and everything they love and know? Possible responses might include 
searching for their dream jobs, freedom of choice and expression, better education or 
simply to unite with people they love. Encourage students to share stories of people they 
personally know who immigrated to Canada and the reasons they did so.  

 

- Read pages 1 and 2. Make sure they know where Iraq is and talk to them a bit about the 
struggles that people face like depriving them from expressing their political views or 
taking an active role in deciding the future of their countries. Students should be able to 
develop a sound understanding of the common major reasons that urge people to leave 
their countries. It could be a good idea if you can invite an Iraqi person who had 
witnessed the war and fled from their country. Make sure that the kids understand that the 
war can also be seen from many perspectives and we have to be understanding of all the 
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different viewpoints. Teachers need to stay unbiased and be mindful of the diversity that 
exists in their classrooms. The whole point of exposing students to minority cultures in 
children’s books is to create an atmosphere of understanding as well as to celebrate 
identity and diversity with children’s books.  
 

- Read aloud the details of the family’s journey that are illustrated on pages 3 through 14. 
Ask children to list down the challenges that the family had to encounter throughout their 
journey? ( textual evidence) Why did they never get discouraged? (making inferences) 

For example:  

Textual Evidence My background Knowledge  Inferences 
 
“The sinking boat had to 
return to shore. As a crush of 
people got off, Kunkush’s 
carrier door was broken. 
Determined to make the 
crossing, Sura told her kids to 
stay aboard.” 

 
I know when someone has 
strong will/ determination to 
achieve something, they are 
not bothered by the 
challenges.  

 
I infer that Sura was 
persistent to make the 
crossing to Greece no matter 
what.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

- How did the local cats on Lesbos treat Kunkush? How do you think that made him feel? 
Could you imagine refugees and immigrants receiving the same kind of treatment from 
the locals? Is it fair to ill-treat someone just for being different? Why? 

 

- Think about the kind people who helped Sura and her family. Who were they and how 
did they help them? Students are expected to explain in detail how, regardless of 
geographical barriers volunteers were able to help reunite Kunkush with his family.  

Lost and Found Cat p. 12 

Figure 34 
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Post reading activities:  

- Explore with the students the Facebook page that was created to reunite Kunkush with his 
family and the video that was published on the guardian. Compare between the two 
accounts of the same story.  
 
       The video on the Guardian 
 

      The Facebook page Reunite Dias 
stories 

Nonfiction account Narrative/ literary account 
Basically, a very short account that 
explains the summary of Kunkush’s 
journey and how he was reunited with his 
family.  

The page was created in an effort to help 
find Kunkush’s family and to raise funds 
towards his healthcare, vaccines, etc. 
 

The video is very emotional and focuses 
only on the major events  

The page included several updates and 
details regarding Kunkush’s health, his 
journey to Germany and the foster parents 
who took care of him until he was 
reunited with his family. 
 

 How the story Lost and Found cat 
inspired children and raised their 
awareness. The children wrote beautiful 
letters to support Kunkush’s family. 
 

 Amy Shrodes adventure with the book 
updates . 
 

 

 

Suggestions for differentiation:  
 

• Ask advanced readers to write a summary of the story in their own words, paying 
attention to the organization of the summary sections including the major events, 
characters and details.  
 

• As a creative response, ask students to write a letter to the authors in response to their 
note at the end of the book; expressing their feelings and thoughts regarding what they 
had done to reunite Kunkush with his family.  
 

•  Reread the story to struggling readers; ask them to draw and then retell the events orally 
in their own words. Make sure to give them feedback regarding their understanding of the 
events.  

 

https://www.facebook.com/kunkushdias/
https://www.facebook.com/kunkushdias/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2016/feb/19/refugee-family-who-fled-iraq-are-reunited-with-cat-video
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- Contact the Intercultural Association in Victoria, BC (ICA) or any other organization in 
your district that supports refugees and immigrants. Invite one of their speakers to come 
as a guest speaker in your classroom to talk to students about what they could do to help 
newcomers in their communities. Encourage students to prepare a list of burning 
questions on the topic of refugees and immigration.   

 

- There is also an opportunity to teach synonyms through the book and how interesting 
vocabulary adds life to our writing. For example:  

• The dedication page: How is flee different from leave? 
• Page 1: How is smuggle different than bring or get? 
• Page 36: What might it look like to give permission grudgingly? 
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Incorporating Culturally Diverse Literature in Teaching Elementary Children 

Lesson Guide #6                                                                                                                                                          
Bismillah Soup, by Asmaa Hussein, illustrated by Amina Khan  

Stone Soup, retold and illustrated by Jon Muth 

Grade Level: Grades 3 and 4 

Areas of Learning: English Language Arts and Social Studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 Bismillah Soup by Asmaa Hussein is a spinoff of the classic European folktale Stone Soup 
which had been retold by many well known authors such as Heather Forest and Jon Muth. I was 
thrilled to see this version as it adds to the diversity represented in the several Stone Soup 
editions. For the purpose of this guide, I decided to create an opportunity for students to walk 
into the worlds of the two books and understand that even though the characters might look and 

 Stone Soup cover page Bismillah Soup cover page 

Figure 35 Figure 36 
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act differently, the values of kindness, sharing and cooperation remain to be the underlying 
themes/morals of the two stories.  

Bringing up her daughter as a single mom in Toronto, Hussein realized the need for culturally 
diverse children to be more represented in children’s books. In Bismillah Soup, Hasan who 
comes from a Somali family decides to make a surprise for his mom by preparing a huge feast as 
she was worried because the electricity has been off for a few days and as a result, most of their 
food became spoiled. With the help of the Shaykh of the village, Hasan inspired all the people to 
share from what they have to prepare a big feast that fed everybody. In Muth’s Chinese Stone 
Soup version, three hungry monks pass through a war-torn village whose people were afraid and 
hid their food. The clever monks prompted the villagers to share from the food they were hiding 
in order to make an extravagant feast that was enough to feed everybody.  

 

Big Ideas (Understand) 

ELA Stories can be understood from different perspectives. 
 
Social Studies People from diverse cultures and societies share some common experiences and 
aspects of life. 
 
 
 
Students will be able to DO Students will  KNOW 
 
Reading, Listening and Viewing: 
 

• Use a variety of comprehension 
strategies before, during, and after 
reading, listening, or viewing to deepen 
understanding of text 

 
• Consider different purposes, audiences, 

and perspectives in exploring texts 
 

• Use personal experience and knowledge 
to connect to text and deepen 
understanding of self, community, and 
world 
 

 
Writing, Speaking, Representing: 
 

• Exchange ideas and perspectives to build 
shared understanding 

 
Story/Text:  
 
Text features  
Elements of story 
 
 
Strategies and Processes:  
 
Reading strategies 
Writing processes  
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• Transform ideas and information to 
create original texts. 

 
 

Materials: 

• Copies of both versions for reading and viewing.  

Lesson Instructions:  Whole class activity. Differentiated instruction could be applied in the 
post reading activities as suggested below.  

 

Lesson Duration: (2-3) 80-min sessions 

Pre reading: 20 minutes 

• Ask students to close their eyes and visualize the following scenario: Imagine that you 
live in a very small village and that you really do not have a lot of food most of the time. 
Your family often store some food in a hidden pantry, so it lasts longer. One day some 
poor strangers walked into your village and knocked on your door telling you that they 
are hungry and need some food. Which of the following responses would you choose? 

           1. Apologize to them because you do not have enough 

           2. Give them a very little amount of food 

          3. Give them enough food to fill them up 

          4. Another response 

• Divide students into three or four groups based on their responses. Ask them to discuss 
the reasons behind their responses in their groups and write the reasons down in their 
journals. Manage a whole class discussion regarding the different responses and their 
reasons. The whole point behind the discussion is to reach to the conclusion that 
regardless of our perspective, we always need to be kind, and that even if we are in need 
it makes us feel good to offer any kind of help. Giving to others makes us richer.  

• Tell students that they are going to explore two versions of the same story from two 
different cultures and they are going to compare the elements of both stories, their 
characters, settings, plots, as well as the different cultural elements that exist in both 
versions.  

While Reading:  

Session 1 – Story 1 

• Read aloud Bismillah Soup, use a digital copy to view the pictures of the book if there are 
not enough copies for everyone. The pictures carry many cultural elements that need to 
be highlighted.  
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• Point out that the book is written from the 
perspective of Somali people which is a 
country that exists in Africa.  

• Encourage students to use the text features 
of the story especially the glossary at the 
end of the book- See figure 36, as it includes 
explanations to all the cultural terms and 
expressions that might not be familiar to 
many students. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• After reading the story, model on flip chart the process of identifying the elements of the 
story as follows:  
 
Elements of Story Bismillah Soup  

Characters Hasan, Aabo, Hooyo, Shaykh Omar, the 
market vendors 

Setting Somalia.  
Clues: 1. The words used by Hasan such as 
Aabo, Hooyo, and muufo bread. We 
understand from reading the glossary that 
they are the Somali words for “father” and 
“mother”, and that muufo is a type of 
Somali bread. 
2. People wearing traditional clothes and 
have common physical features; we can 
tell that this is not in Canada.  

Problem Hasan’s household has almost no food as 
the electricity has been off for a couple of 
days and most of the food became spoiled. 

Bismillah Soup glossary 

Figure 36 
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Events in chronological order - Hassan’s mom has no food left.  
- Hasan promised his mom a big 

feast 
- Hasan went to Shaykh Omar and 

told him the problem 
- Shaykh Omar inspired Hasan to 

think of a solution by going to the 
vendors and inviting them all to a 
big feast 

- Each one of the vendors 
volunteered to bring some items to 
participate to the big feast. First 
vendor- onions and potatoes, the 
spice shop- spices, the local farmer-
lots of corn, the baker-muufo 
bread, the pastry shop-samboos, the 
fruit vendor-bananas, the butcher-
chickens. 
 

Solution Through sharing and cooperation, 
everyone ended up with a big feast that 
was more than enough to feed everybody.  
 

Theme/ moral Kindness, helping our community, 
cooperation and sharing.  

Cultural features - Traditional Somali dresses  
- Somali words such as Aabo, 

Hooyo, muufo bread 
- The mosque as a community place 

where people gather, pray and 
share food 

- The presence of Shaykh as a 
community leader figure.  

 
 

Session 2- Story 2 

• Read aloud Stone Soup by Jon Muth 
• Point out that the author and the illustrator of the book is from China and they represent 

the Chinese perspective of the same book 
• Divide students into small groups of 4-5 students and give them each a big chart paper 

and markers; keep the chart paper that includes the modeling of the elements of Bismillah 
Soup in a visible area in the class where all the groups can see it.  
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• It is the students’ turn to identify the elements of Stone Soup and the cultural features that 
differentiate it from Bismillah Soup 
 
Elements of Story Stone Soup 

Characters  

Setting   

Problem  

Events in chronological order  

Solution  

Theme/ moral  

Cultural features  

 
• Wrap up by discussing the common elements between both versions of the story: 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Reading activities:  

The Somali 
Version 

The Chinese 
Version  

Venn diagram 

Figure 37 
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Discussion questions: 

- Provide details of how the people supported their communities in both stories? 
 

- In your opinion, what is the significance of the title Bismillah Soup? 
 
 

- Do you think the three monks were 
able to find an answer to their question 
“what makes one happy?” Provide 
details from the story. 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestions for differentiation:  

 

- Advanced readers: In pairs or individually create your own version of Stone Soup 
featuring your cultural identity or any other culture you are interested in. Use the graphic 
organizer above as a tool to organize your ideas.  

 

- Struggling readers could take turns coming to the teacher and retelling the events of both 
versions and what they took away from the experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Stone Soup p.1 

Figure 38 
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