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Teaching Social Justice Issues Through 
 Children’s Picture Books: Grade 1-3 

Exploring the topics of family, Culture and Gender 
 

Introduction: Defining Social Justice 
 

 The concept of social justice is very complex.  In today’s society, there are 
many aspects of social justice that affect the children teachers work with.  Topics 
such as racialization, social class, gender, and sexual orientation are topics that 
should be introduced to children.  The goal of making students aware of these 
issues is to develop the skills needed to understand the depth of them.  As 
children explore these topics, they will develop a sense of equity, acceptance, 
and empathy for others. An effective approach to introducing such issues to 
young children is through picture books.  There are many concerns and 
controversy surrounding whether it is appropriate to introduce such complex 
issues to young children.  However, it is now apparent that issues such as these 
need to be discussed and examined with young students, because they are 
relevant to their own life experiences.  Accomplishing this through picture books 
is a child-friendly way of making these compound subjects easier to understand 
and less intimidating.   
 
Questions That Guided Our Inquiry: 
 

1. How early should social justice issues be addressed in elementary 
education? 

2. Are young children capable of understanding complex social issues? 
3. What materials would be useful for teachers to teach about social issues? 
4. What social issues are presented to children through picture books? 

 
 

To complete this resource package, pictures books presenting themes of 
culture, gender, and family dynamics, was organized, based on similar 
focuses into book baskets.  Along with these book baskets are several 
activities pertaining to each topic that a teacher could do in their classroom.  
These activities aim to engage students and require them to question their 
previous knowledge of these topics and gain knew insights and 
understandings.  
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Themes Presented in The Stories 
 

 
Culture: 
 
If the World Were a Village- David J. Smith 
This book puts into perspective the number of people that live in the world.  
Young children may not be able to comprehend how many people there are 
living on the Earth, so the book has created a village of only 100 people, as that 
is an easier number for children to grasp.  The people in the village are then 
narrowed down into how many people speak what language, belong to which 
nationality and religion, and their age.  The relationship among these people is 
also highlighted.  The story also talks about how different people live different 
lives.  The distribution of food, money, and possessions, as well as the availability 
to clean air, school, and electricity in this village mimics what it is like around the 
world. It emphasizes how some people have more things that they don’t need, 
while others are struggling to meet the things that they need to survive.    
This book allows students to build a map of their world and gain an 
understanding of the people that surround them. Through looking at the 
relationships of people around the world, students foster world-minded thoughts 
and can see how their actions affect others.  
 
The Hanukkah Light-Sheldon Oberman 
There are a variety of religions that different people practice.  This story is about 
a person whose religion is considered to be inferior, or less important, than other 
religions.  This story shows students the power that tradition has.  Traditions are 
passed on from generation to generation, and are considered to be very 
important to each culture.  Everyone should be able to celebrate their religion 
and the traditions that come with it, without facing any prejudice against them 
or judgments.   
 
You Be Me, I’ll Be You-Pili Nandelbaum 
This story is about a racially mixed family.  The daughter has a different skin color 
than her father, and because of this, she considers herself ugly because she is 
different.  Throughout the story, the father shows her how the color of her skin 
does not depict the way he loves her or who she is.  In order to make her feel like 
she belongs, they pretend to switch faces, so that she can have the color of his 
skin.  This story shows the impacts that racism can have on students, and the 
effects of causing another person to feel left out based on their differences.  
Students are able to see that skin color is only skin deep, and doesn’t affect who 
the person truly is or how they should be treated.  It also teaches children that 
they should not be ashamed of themselves based on their differences, such as 
their skin color.   
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Ma Jiang and the Orange Ants-Barbara Ann Porte 
This is about a family who grows oranges as a way of making their living.  
Although they do not have a lot of money, they have all the things they need to 
survive, such as food, shelter, clothing, and each other.  This story shows how 
people do not need all of the extra materialistic things in life to be happy, rather, 
the simple things in life are more important.   
 
Fiddle Dancer - Anne Patton and Wilfred Burton, Jingle Dancer - Cynthia Leitich 
Smith, The Story of the Rabbit Dance-Jeanne Pelletier 
These three stories share similar themes and portray the same message.  Each 
story is an example of a tradition that certain cultures hold very important.  
Through these stories, children are able to see how generations pass on their 
knowledge and traditions to other generations.  It is also emphasized how all 
cultures hold unique values, traditions, and beliefs, and although they may not 
be things that their own cultures share, students are shown that they are still to 
be respected and accepted.  These stories also highlight the importance of 
community, as each involve the community and shows how they work together 
and the relationships among them.   
 
The Chinese Violin-Madeline Thien 
This is a story about a family who has immigrated into a new country.  It explains 
the many struggles the family must face, trying to adapt to their new lifestyles 
and fitting in.  The message of this story is relevant to schools today, as there is an 
increased amount of immigration into schools, which has lead to more diversity 
within the classroom.  It is important for all students to understand the struggles 
that new people to Canada have to face and gives them a perspective of 
what it is like to be unfamiliar with your surroundings.  This story has themes about 
acceptance and diversity, which are two very important aspects for students to 
be aware of and understand. 
 
Safe Snug Moss Baby-Sherryl D. Whitehawk 
Everyone is born differently.  We all come from different backgrounds, have 
different beliefs, values, and religions.  This story shows students how no two 
people are exactly alike by telling them how babies are born differently all 
around the world.  Although two people may be different, they are each equal 
and special the way they are, regardless of where they come from.   
 
Soul Looks Back in Wonder-Tom Feelings 
This story is meant to inspire children.  Often, people are told that they are not 
good enough, which is something that people of other races often face. This 
story is meant to inspire readers to believe in themselves and to not lose 
themselves based on what others tell them they cannot do.  Regardless of your 
race, you are capable of making great things.  Many children grow up in an 
environment of hostility and receive little encouragement.  This story has the 
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ability for students to realize that they should never doubt themselves or their 
abilities.  
 
Naya The Inuit Cinderella-Brittany Marceau-Chenkie 
This story tells of a girl who is learning to live off the land of her people and trying 
to learn the traditional ways of living.  Through the portrayal of how she lives, 
readers can see that we must appreciate the small things.  In today’s world, so 
much value is put on the importance of having material things, but this story 
shows that you can be happy with the simple things that are found in your 
everyday life.  The story also emphasizes the importance of relationships that are 
created among people, and that those relationships with the people you have 
in your life are more important than the “things” you have in your life.   
 
Celebrating Ramadan-Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith 
This story captures the aspects of the unique cultural interpretation of the Muslim 
community and their traditions.  The story would be effective for teaching 
students about the Muslim culture, and also portrays the message of 
acceptance of cultures and their values.  
 
 
Gender: 
 
My Princess Boy-Cheryl Kilodavis 
The story of the princess boy is about a young boy who likes to dress up in pretty 
dresses and dance around like a ballerina.  Although his family members support 
him and accept him, the people in the community treat him differently.  People 
judge the young boy for what he chooses to wear because of the stereotypical 
ideas of gender and how boys and girls should dress and act.  However, even 
though the young boy is hurt by their reactions, he still wears his dresses to his 
birthday party and school, and finally, people begin to accept him for the way 
he is.   This book is valuable for teachers to introduce to their students, as it shows 
them the common gender misconceptions that we face today.    This story can 
also inspire students who feel the same way as the princess boy, and may 
encourage them to show who they truly are and show them that they have a 
voice.  
 
It’s Okay to Be Different-Todd Parr 
This is a great story to have in the classroom, as it is easy to read and highlights a 
variety of differences that could be found among the children in the classroom, 
such as skin color or interests.  The story’s message is that everyone should 
accept the things that make them different.  Everyone is unique, and the things 
that make them unique are things that should be treasured and celebrated, 
rather than being ashamed of them.   
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Not all Princesses Dress in Pink-Jane Yolen and Heidi E. Y. Stemple 
This story looks at the importance of giving girls a choice about who they are 
and what they do. The color pink is often associated as a girl color.  However, 
girls should not be limited and should feel comfortable wearing any color they 
want.   This story explores the many gender misconceptions that are relevant in 
our everyday lives, such as the colors we wear based on our gender.  It shows 
that gender does not have to limit one to what they wear, like, or do.  
 
You Forgot Your Skirt Amelia Bloomer-Shana Corey  
This story follows Amelia Bloomer, who is a lady that defies and goes against 
what society says a “proper lady” should do. She is not ashamed for her ideas 
and goes out into her community to advocate for her and other women who 
haven’t found their voice.   She tries to change the law so they can vote, own 
businesses, and dress the way they want.  Despite the reactions of the 
community, Amelia chooses to make her own bloomers, rather than wear the 
big, frumpy dresses that girls were expected to wear.  This story encourages 
students to stand up for what they believe in and shows them that, if they don’t 
like something or believe in something, they have the power to change it.   
 
Ira Sleeps Over-Bernard Waber 
Ira is excited to sleep over at his friends house for the very first time. Ira wants to 
pack his teddy bear because he has never slept with out it. But is his sister tells 
him that if he takes it his friend will laugh at him. This confuses Ira, and after 
contemplating how his friends will treat him, he chooses to leave his teddy bear.  
When it is time to go to sleep, Ira discovers that one of his friends brought his own 
teddy bear to the sleepover.  This story encourages students to stay true to 
themselves and to not change based on what others think or do.  It also shows 
students what it means to be a good friend, and that acceptance is a quality 
that is needed to build strong friendships.   
 
King and King - Linda de Hann and Stern Nijland  
This story is about a boy who is being forced to find a princess to whom he can 
marry.  However, the boy protests and says that he isn’t interested in princesses.  
After his mother introduces him to an array of female suitors, all of which did not 
attract the prince, he finally sees a prince, and they fall in love and get married.  
This story looks at gender views and the stereotypes surrounding it.  Historically, 
same-sex marriage was not accepted by many people.  However, today views 
are changing and there is an increase in same-sex marriage.  It is a good story to 
use to teach students about gender and family structures, and how ideas 
surrounding them are changing.   
 
10,000 Dresses-Marcus Ewert 
This tells a story of a boy, Bailey, who has a love for all kinds of dresses.  It is an 
inspiring story for children who, like Bailey, feel different.  It shows students that 
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they should be loved and accepted for who they are, regardless of what others 
think of them, and should never feel like they cannot express themselves.  Bailey 
defies the typical gender stereotypes that exist today and shows readers that 
gender should not limit you to do what you love, like what you like, behave a 
certain way, or dress in the clothes you want. 
 
Family:  
 
Two Homes-Claire Masurel 
This story is about a boy who’s parents have separated, giving Alex two different 
homes.  It is a good story to teach students about the dynamics of families that 
are split and explains different family structures. It also can make students who 
live in similar family structures feel accepted and gives them something that they 
can relate to, as well as shows students that all family structures are different, but 
none or more superior or inferior to others. 
 
We Adopted you Benjamin Koo-Linda Walvoord Girard 
This story is told by Benjamin Koo, who is a nine-year- old boy who was adopted. 
Before Benjamin started school, he did not fully understand what “adoption” 
meant.  But once he was in school, students started teasing Benjamin about 
being different.  Benjamin’s school counselor helped Benjamin realize that, 
although he was adopted, his parents were still, and always be, his mom and 
dad and will always love him.  This story can help students who also were 
adopted see that it is okay to be different and helps students understand how 
adoption works.    
 
Adoption is for Always-Linda Walvorod 
This story is about a girl who struggles with her identity after discovering that she 
was adopted.  Celia considers finding her birth mother, and when she becomes 
upset with her parents, she threatens to run away.  Eventually, Celia fully 
understand what it means to be adopted, and realizes that it was good for her 
and that her life would have been much different if her family hadn’t have 
adopted her. Her parents remind her that they will always be a family and that 
she is theirs forever, and they will always love her. This story could help students 
similar to Celia come to terms with their own adoption and is a story that they 
may be able to relate to, as well as gives other students in the class a different 
perspective on adoption and a deeper understanding of its complexities. 
  
Emma’s Story- Deborak Hodge 
While at her Grandma’s, Emma and her brother, Sam, make cookies 
representing every member in their family. They make little cookies for Emma 
and Sam and big cookies for mom, dad, grandma and grandpa. When the 
cookies come out of the oven, Emma sees that her cookie is the only one that 
has dark brown eyes and hair.  Her Grandma then tells a story of their family, 
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where they came from, and how Emma became a part of it.  Emma realizes the 
unique story her family has and appreciates the things that make her different.    
 
Let Me Explain-Jane T. Schnitter 
The young girl in this story has a very good relationship with her dad.  Her parents 
explain to her that her father was unable to make a baby, so she was conceived 
through a donor.  The story goes on to explain briefly how donor insemination 
works, and that even though the girl does not share any genes with her father, it 
has no effect on their relationship or the love they have for one another.  This 
story explains to students a different way of reproducing and shows that, 
regardless of your genes, you do not need to look like your family to be a part of 
it.  
 
Families Change -Julie Nelson 
All families change over times. This book looks at some of these changes and 
how they can affect the family members who are experiencing these changes, 
such as moving or the arrival of a new baby.  Changes also occur in adoptive 
families or foster families.  The story talks about the different emotions that can 
surround the changes that a family may face.  The story emphasizes to students 
that changes can occur at any time and that they can have no control over the 
situations that may take place. 
 
Dinosaurs Divorce- Laurene and Krasny Brown and Marc Brown 
Dinosaurs Divorce is a guide for children whose families are going through a 
divorce. It looks at the different stages and challenges of divorce.  The story 
outlines the causes that often contribute to a divorce and talks about the 
emotions tat children may feel throughout the process, as well as what could 
happen after the divorce, such as living with two parents and having two 
homes. There are many other changes that may come along with divorce, such 
as how holidays are celebrated, and what new people may enter their lives.   
The main theme of the story is to help children understand what divorce is and 
the reasons of it, as well as helps them through the difficult time.  It also highlights 
the positive things that could come from divorce, which could help children feel 
like it is not all negative.   
  
Mom and Mum are getting Married-Ken Setterington  
This story looks at families coming together when Rosie’s mom gets married to 
Jacks’ mom.  This story teaches students that families come in all different kinds 
of structures, and that there is no right or wrong way for a family structure to 
operate.  It also shows them that they should be proud of their family and who 
they are. The main message is that each family is unique.  
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A Tale of Two Mommies-Vanita Oelschlager 
A Tale of Two Daddies-Vanita Oelschlager 
These two stories share common messages.  They are written in a series of 
questions that the children’s friends are curious about. The kids share with their 
friends that there are certain roles that each parent carries out and does for their 
children.  This book is a great way to teach students about the dynamics of 
family structures.  In all families, each parents does certain things and has certain 
roles, and it is the same in a same-sex family.  
 
Hear My Roar-Gillian Watts 
This story takes readers through the journey of a family of bears who deal with 
several issues.  When the father bear begins to drink some berry wine, he goes 
into a fit.  The young bear sees his parents fighting and becomes upset.  After 
several similar episodes, the mother and son decide that it is no longer safe to 
continue living with the father bear, and with the help of their friends and others, 
they leave and find a safe place to live. The plot of this story is relevant to today, 
as many children experience the same thing the young bear did.  It is a story 
that many children will be able to relate to and lets them know that there are 
people who care and want to help them.  
 
I Wish Daddy Didn’t Drink So Much-Judith Vigna 
Lisa, the young girl in the story, is disappointed by her Daddy, because he spent 
all Christmas day drinking instead of playing with her.   Lisa gets really up set 
when he wont even read her card that she made for him.  Lisa’s mother tries to 
tell her that her father is sick, but Lisa knows that is not the case.  Lisa realizes that 
her father is not good for their family and her and her mother find a place to go 
when they don’t feel safe.  Lisa’s new friend helps her realize that her father’s 
drinking is a disease, and that it is not her fault. Many students who  have paretns 
or family members with similar habits  can relate to this story.  It shows them that 
they are not responsible for the bad ways others may deal with their pain, and 
that they are not alone and can talk to someone about their situation.  
 
Silas’ Seven Gandparents-Anita Horrocks and Helen Flook 
Silas lives in a big family where he has seven grandparents that all bring 
something different to his life. They are all there to celebrate his birthday, cheer 
him on at his hockey games, and care for him when he is sick. Silas has trouble 
picking what grandparent he should stay with when is parents goes away so he 
comes up with this idea that they all could come and stay with him.  This story 
shows students that there may be people who they consider part of their family 
who technically isn’t, but that does not mean they can’t be considered a part of 
it.  Some may refer to their family as their group of best friends, while others may 
consider only their parents and siblings as their family.  This story shows the 
importance of relationships and how great of an impact they can have on your 
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life.  Students who have small families are able to see how large families operate 
and can gain respect for them.   
  
The Family Book-Todd Parr 
This is a short book with few words on how families can come in many different 
forms. It looks at how families can be different sizes, look different, have different 
interests, and live in different places, but they are all still a family. Even though 
families come in many varieties, they still have similarities like they help each 
other to be strong and being there for one another.  On the final page is a very 
special message from the author.  It says, “There are lots of different ways to be 
a family.  Your family is special no matter what kind it is.”  This is a very important 
message for children to learn, as family is a part of their identity and makes them 
who they are, as well as helps them gain acceptance and respect for other 
families.   
 
	  
	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activities for Culture  
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 It is important for teachers to create an atmosphere in which students of 
all backgrounds and cultures feel welcome and comfortable.  Each culture 
should be respected and accepted in the classroom, and students must feel 
accepted and have the freedom to share their culture and beliefs.   
 There are many activities that allow all students to see the vast diversity 
that could be found among the students in the classroom.  Examples of activities 
that achieve this are:  
 
1.“I Am”  
-Each student would be given a four-picture photo sleeve that contains The 
student would then fill each slot with an artifact that says something about their 
culture.  This could include a story, poem, fact, or picture.  Children are given the 
freedom to choose how they want express their culture.   Each child’s page 
would then be put into a binder to create a class photo album that represents 
the cultures of all the students in the class.   
 
2.  Show and Tell 
-each student would be asked to bring an artifact belonging to their culture.  
 Each student would be given the opportunity to present their artifact to the      
class and explain why it is important to them and their family’s culture.   This     
could be the starting point of further research projects.  The students could     
then make a display of all of the different artifacts that each student has    
brought to display in the classroom.   
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activities for Gender 
 
 The goals of these activities are to show students that the common 
misconceptions and stereotypes surrounding gender are not necessarily true.  
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Students will be able to understand that they should not be limited to what they 
can do, how they should behave, how they dress, or their interests, based on 
whether they are a girl or a boy.  Through these activities, students will gain the 
feeling of comfort to identify themselves as the gender they feel most 
comfortable with.   Activities to accomplish these goals are: 
 
1.Role Playing: 
-Role playing brings life to the story.  Students can create a skit that pertains to  
a certain story or demonstrates the common misconceptions that they are  
aware of and how they are problematic.  Role playing allows students to take     
on view points of the opposite gender.  For example, dresses are commonly  
associated with girls, however, if a boy is intrigued by the idea of wearing a  
dress, as several of the stories in the book basket represent, they have the 
opportunity to express themselves in a safe way and that makes them 
comfortable.   
 
2.  Rewrite the Story 
-students are told a topic to write a story about, that each students contributes 
to.  The first student would write one sentence, then pass it on to the next.  That 
student would then write their own sentence, and so on.  The teacher could give 
them prompts sentence by sentence, such as, “this sentence must include 
something about …”  This allows each child to express their own view on their 
ideas of gender.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Family Activities 
 

 Today, there is an increased diversity in family structures.  Family structures 
include the “traditional” family that consists of two parents and their children, 
single parent, same sex families, adoptive, foster, extended, and 
multigenerational families.  Teachers will experience an array of family structures 
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that their students belong to.  It is important that these different family structures 
are recognized so that no child feels like they are different because of how their 
family operates.  Some students may consider their group of best friends to be 
their family, while others may include just their parents and siblings.  Activities that 
represent the importance of all family structures are: 
 
1.  Scrapbook/Storybook 
-each students has a story.  They are given a piece of scrapbook paper that 
allows them to tell their family’s story.  They can do this by using pictures, 
artifacts, stories, and words, whatever they choose to represent their family.  This 
is a way to include students from all types of families as well as backgrounds, 
while not singling any students out.  Each students’ page will then be put 
together in a scrapbook where all students’ families will be represented.  
 
2.  Novel Quilt 
-each student is given a piece of quilt (paper) and asked to put a representation 
of their favorite thing about their family.   This could include a memory, a family 
tradition, or a hobby they enjoy doing.  The quilt is then put together to show the 
diversities among each student’s families.  This also creates a sense of family in 
the classroom. 
	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Book List 
 

Culture  
Naya The Inuit Cinderella By Brittany Marceau-Chenkie 
Safe Snug Moss Babies By Sherryl D. Whitehawk 
You Be Me I’ll Be you By Phil Mandelbaum  
MaJiang and the Orange Ants By Barbara Ann Porte 
The Story of the Rabbit Dance By Jeanne Pelletier 
By The Hanukkah Light By Sheldon Oberman  
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Tiktala By Margaret Shaw-MacKinnon  
Jingle Dancer By Cynthia Leitich Smith 
Fiddle Dancer By Anne Patton and Wilfred Burton  
Chinese Violin By Madeleine Thien 
Soul Looks Back in Wonder BY Tom Feelings  
Celebrating Ramadan By Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith 
If the World Where a Village By David J. Smith 
 
Gender  
It’s Okay to Be Different By Todd Parr 
10,000 Dresses By Marcus Ewert 
My Princess Boy By Cheryl Kilodavis 
Not All Princesses Dress in Pink By Jane Yolen and Heidi E. Stemple  
You forgot Your Skirt Amelia Bloomer By Shana Corey 
Ira Sleeps Over By Bernard Waber 
King and King By Linda de Haan and Sern Nijland  
 
 
Family  
Two Homes by Claire Masurel  
Emma’s Story By Deborah Hodge 
Silas’ Seven Grandparents By Anita Horrocks and Helen Flook 
A Tale of Two Daddies By Vanita Oelschlager 
A Tale of Two Mommies By Vanita Oelschlager 
Let Me Explain By Jane T. Schnitter  
The Family Book By Todd Parr  
Dinosaurs Divorce By Laurene Krasny Brown and Marc Brown  
Families Changes By Julie Nelson  
Hear My Roar By Gillian Watts  
We Adopted You Benjamin Koo By Linda Walvoord Girard 
Adoption is For Always By Linda Walvoord Girard 
Mom and Mum are Getting Married By Ken Setterington  
I wish Daddy Didn’t Drink so Much By Judith Vigna 


