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Abstract: This article aims to analyze the extent to which diverse picture books meet the demands of the 
contemporary era, particularly in fostering comprehensive analytical skills and promoting the capacity 
for social justice. By examining the evolution of picture books, the multiplicity of symbols and narratives, 
and the selection of themes, this study delves into the indispensable role that diverse and inclusive picture 
books play in early education. These books serve not only as tools for entertainment but also as crucial 
means to cultivate empathy among young readers. The exploration highlights the significance of 
integrating picture books that reflect a broad spectrum of cultural, racial, and social backgrounds into 
educational settings, arguing that this integration is crucial for nurturing an environment that values 
diversity and encourages the development of critical thinking and social consciousness from a young age. 

Keywords: picture books; social semiotics; multimodality; social justice; diversity 

1. Introduction 

Picture books, as products of the Enlightenment movement, only began to gain popularity in the 19th 
century[2], with the emergence of books designed specifically for children, such as "Struwwelpeter" and 
illustrated versions of Aesop's Fables, aimed at providing moral education. Over time, children's 
literature started to focus more on the child's imagination and psychological development, increasingly 
incorporating illustrations. Barbara Bader views picture books as works that integrate culture, aesthetics, 
and drama, emphasizing their close connection with children [14]. At the end of the 19th century, Edmund 
Evans made significant efforts in color printing technology, greatly contributing to the aesthetics of 
children's picture books. He raised the standard for harmony between aesthetics, text, and even style [23], 
ushering in a new era for picture books together with artists and illustrators such as Walter Crane and 
Kate Greenaway. Their works were not only meant to entertain children but also to satisfy anyone's pure 
appreciation of beauty. Subsequently, the work of semioticians like Roland Barthes began to draw 
attention to the symbolic and semantic aspects of picture books. The text and images in picture books 
convey not just direct information but also deep cultural and social meanings. The academic discourse 
surrounding picture books is broad and varied. The digital age has further highlighted the importance of 
visual literacy, forcing a reassessment of educational priorities from basic literacy to dealing with 
multifaceted information [13]. In addition, with the growing recognition of the importance of racial 
awareness and social justice in early education, picture books have become an important tool for 
introducing young readers to complex social topics. They provide spaces for children to encounter, reflect 
on, and engage with different ethnic and cultural identities, fostering empathy and understanding across 
differences [28]. This paper aims to highlight the transformative potential of picture books in the global 
classroom, showing that they are not only aids in developing understanding, but also foundational 
resources that can profoundly influence ideas of race, identity, and justice. Through a detailed exploration 
of the pedagogical strategies and wider implications of using picture books in multicultural education, 
this paper critically analyzes their role in shaping the modern new generation. 

2. Construct Meaning in Flowing Narratives and Symbols 

Since the 21st century, the rise of digital media has led to an increasing number of pure text books 
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being replaced by images, revealing their undeniable and increasingly prominent position as carriers of 
information. Consequently, the focus of education has shifted: from cultivating children's literacy skills 
to developing their ability to process materials containing multiple types of information. Social semiotics 
is exploring its educational value, namely how the use of layout, text, and images can stimulate learners' 
greater potential [6]. Picture books, as assemblies of various forms of information, meet the 
aforementioned needs and have led to the development of various teaching methods and guidance models. 
When discussing the role of images in children's development, the academic community holds different 
viewpoints. On one hand, some scholars, like Lipman, disapprove of incorporating illustrations into texts. 
He believes that illustrations actually limit the diversity of thought and confine it to a single form, 
whereas children possess the ability to develop textual imagination [10]. On the other hand, picture books 
are considered important tools. This is also the issue that the former have been avoiding: images are non-
propositional to children and need to be interpreted. That is, regardless of the scenario presented by the 
image, children's imagination can still construct within their own context [10]. Therefore, under the 
outcome of this uncertainty, "what it means to think with images" is a question for philosophy, 
psychology, and also pedagogy to consider together [15], in order to enable the content of picture books 
to provide a broad, positive, and constructive direction in the development of children. Sipe specifically 
uses Synergy to describe the combination of pictures and words. They create a unique narrative 
experience that transcends what text or images could achieve on their own [24]. Paivio believes that 
children's learning is achieved through the memorization of imagery, and it is particularly effective in 
understanding low imagery nouns [19]. Illustrations with different artistic styles and implied languages 
often activate perceptual, emotional, or sensorimotor mechanisms [29], thus achieving faster 
comprehension than traditional literary forms of reading, especially during early learning when children 
rely more on pictures than text for information [19]. 

Therefore, the images in picture books are not units that can be studied in isolation. They often serve 
as a complement to the text to help children further understand This is achieved through character 
development, sequencing of events, and narrative voice to construct these open-ended narrative 
structures. For example, in "Outside Over There" (part of Sendak’s trilogy), the story of Ida searching 
for and rescuing her sister explores themes of growth, responsibility, courage, and family. The images 
present a dynamic sequence, highlighting the reflective experience brought to readers by the dual 
narrative of text and images, as defined by Scholes et al. [22]. Moreover, in "Don’t Read This Book!", the 
author introduces unconventional characters to break traditional narratives such as the Princess and the 
Pea, and Little Red Riding Hood, surpassing ontological boundaries with a chaotic timeline structure [20]. 
Similar to counterpoint, a musical term explained by Schwarcz, used to describe the technique in 
literature of intertwining multiple narratives or character arcs that complement or contrast with each other 
to enrich the story. Although the narrative layers established between text and image may interfere with 
each other [17], an excellent narrative does not follow fixed standards or narrow interpretations. It is a 
concept that varies based on each child's comprehensive reading experience (deepening the 
understanding of core ideas), assisting them in weaving their own stories in the future. Moreover, reading 
picture books goes far beyond a simple reading process. Deep connections exist between the text and 
illustrations within picture books. Children internalize these connections through their own logical 
channels. Based on this, considering the role and characteristics of the readers, as well as the contexts 
they construct, can fully reflect the significance of picture books. When children consciously seek 
answers, critical visual analysis comes into play: Through basic learning about images, students can 
explore the nuances of picture books, such as the size of the font, the shape of the lines, and the use of 
color, to find the deeper meaning beyond the text [20]. 

3. Building social justice through diversity 

In the context of global trends, the tapestry of race, culture, and identity that children encounter has 
become increasingly intricate and intertwined. This global mosaic presents a series of vibrant human 
experiences, underscoring the urgent need to elevate racial awareness and advocate for social justice. As 
children interact with more diverse racial backgrounds than ever before, understanding and respecting 
this diversity is imperative. A report of the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) shows that 
the proportion of white school-age children in the United States decreased from 62% to 51% from 2000 
to 2017...Meanwhile, the proportions of other racial and ethnic groups of school-age children have 
increased, particularly Hispanic and Asian children [30]. In this context, picture books serve as powerful 
emerging educational tools, providing children with convenient and engaging ways to navigate the 
complexity of race and social dynamics through vivid illustrations and compelling narratives. 
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3.1. How early is too early 

Perhaps some may deem discussing issues related to cross-culture and social justice with children as 
overly serious, and question whether they can truly comprehend, thus some adults opt to delay broaching 
the topic with them. This phenomenon has been confirmed in the study by Sullivan et al. [26]. However, 
Ausdale and Feagin's book mentions a three-year-old girl already using words like "nigger" to refer to 
black children [3]. This indicates that children begin to learn from early developmental stages by observing 
others' behaviors and their consequences, known as social learning theory [5]. In this process, imitation is 
a key learning mechanism, emphasizing that such complex imitation learning requires children to possess 
certain cognitive abilities (attention, memory, reproduction of observed behaviors, and understanding of 
the motive for imitation), and the observable earliest age at which such imitation occurs is 2-3 years old 

[1] [4]. This finding led Wild in his research to link children's picture books with social justice, attempting 
to create a meaningful educational approach [28]. Although the study only indicates practices and 
speculation, its effectiveness has not been robustly proven, but diverse picture books are helpful in 
reducing cognitive differences in identity among different ethnicities and enhancing empathy. The 
colorful pages of these books serve more than just entertainment. 

3.2. “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors” 

Rudine Sims Bishop’s theory of "mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors" provides a powerful 
framework for understanding the role of picture books in multicultural education. According to Bishop's 
concept, picture books should serve as mirrors reflecting readers' own experiences, as windows offering 
insight into diverse lives and cultures, and as sliding glass doors serving as gateways to understanding 
and accepting different worldviews [7]. Children can affirm their racial identity through them while also 
appreciating and understanding the differences and similarities of others through these windows. The 
representation of marginalized and minority groups indeed, and issues such as racial centrism, not only 
occur in politics and economics but are also glaringly apparent in education and literature. According to 
Botelho's study, children's literature predominantly features characters who are white, upper-middle-class, 
heterosexual, able-bodied, English-speaking, and male [8]. This indicates the exclusivity of informational 
materials, which prevent individuals outside the mainstream from having diverse identities or positions 
constructed in different books' worlds. Osa[18] vehemently criticizes this in the article "The All White 
World of Children’s Books," citing examples such as Joan M. Lexau's "Benjie" (Dial Press), which 
includes black characters only in illustrations, and "The Lazy Little Zulu," where the inclusion of this 
ethnic group is portrayed negatively [15]. 

In the process of children's assimilation and conformity, the repetitive emphasis and mentions of this 
single story may lead children to form erroneous schema based on Piaget's theory of cognitive 
development [21]. This could result in distorted perceptions of their own identities while reading, leading 
to feelings of inferiority, frustration, or even self-rejection [7]. Therefore, broadening the symbolic 
elements represented in picture books is particularly important for marginalized and minority groups, as 
they help these groups reduce simplified and stereotyped views of others' experiences and identities. The 
world in reading is both imagined and real. This is why finding "mirrors" becomes a component of self-
esteem. It provides affirmation and a sense of belonging. By matching with similar information and 
characters, children understand that their lives, cultures, and challenges are also important and worthy of 
being told. Similarly, mainstream groups can broaden their narrow perspectives and avoid forming racial 
superiority or other biases and discrimination through diverse picture books. Serving as "windows," 
picture books provide children with opportunities to explore and understand cultures and lifestyles 
different from their own. This cross-cultural understanding promotes empathy and inclusivity. When 
children read picture books depicting multicultural backgrounds, they may encounter characters and 
situations different from their life experiences. Through this comparison, children may realize that their 
schemas are insufficient to encompass these new experiences, motivating them to adjust or form new 
schemas through accommodation to understand and embrace different cultural and social behaviors [21]. 

Using picture books to facilitate children's imagination and reflection provides significant 
developmental space, which is why they are particularly suitable for multicultural education compared 
to other forms of text [9] [27]

. For example, three picture books written respectively by Il Viaggio, L’Isola, 
and L’immigrazione spiegata ai bambini have been applied in primary school classrooms, helping 
students understand coexistence, historical culture, and international perspectives on multiculturalism by 
telling stories about the Syrian war and refugee rescue [12]. Diversity in picture book education for 
younger age groups has also been applied in Malaysian kindergartens to inspire understanding of other 
ethnic languages [25]. Through the "windows" of these stories, children can realize that despite different 
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backgrounds, they share many fundamental human qualities and emotions with each other. This process 
not only promotes children's understanding of social diversity but also helps them establish more 
complex and comprehensive social schemas. 

3.3. Sensitivity and Risk 

Therefore, the selection of educational picture books needs to encompass as much diversity as 
possible in terms of language, themes, race, authors, and so forth. However, the choice is often made by 
teachers or authorities. This is risky, especially since attempting to adopt and implement these materials 
in a school environment may make the teacher's role appear challenging and controversial. The choice 
of materials to some extent represents the power of marginalized and marginalized groups. Although 
picture books offer freedom of content, this freedom itself implies a double-edged sword effect of open-
mindedness—there is the potential to promote cognitive development, but also the risk of potential 
distortion or misleading of thinking [11]. The guidance, skills, attitude, and understanding of their own 
identity by teachers play a subtle and crucial role in practicing diversified teaching: teachers should 
carefully allow children to derive meaning and shape from freedom [16]. The global classroom is a 
microcosm of a broader world where principles of racial awareness and social justice take root. Picture 
books are not just supplements to education but are important resources that can change young learners' 
understanding of race and justice. By harnessing the power of storytelling and visual engagement, picture 
books have the potential to shape a generation that not only tolerates but also embraces and defends racial 
diversity, which is intrinsic to the human condition. 

4. Conclusions 

In summary, this paper explores the critical role of diverse picture books in children's education. The 
reason why picture books can be effectively absorbed by children through the diversity of narrative 
structure is that the multiple expressions of pictures enrich the single nature of the text. This unique 
illustrative skill and narrative strategy stimulated children's imagination and thinking ability [2]. By 
providing richer information and emotional experience through visual elements, children can more 
intuitively understand and feel the content and emotions of the story, so that it is easier to internalize the 
diversity of experiences in the story into their own understanding and feelings. Second, by expanding the 
diversity of picture books, children can learn to shift perspectives and experience the life experiences and 
challenges of people from different backgrounds, disadvantaged groups and ethnicities. The cultivation 
of such empathy, in a global perspective, is essential to promoting social justice and building more 
inclusive and harmonious societies. In short, diverse picture books not only enrich children's reading 
experience, but also serve as an important tool for them to understand the world and shape their values 
as they grow up. It is a transformative force as an educational resource and a tool for social justice. 
Although the research on teaching strategies and application forms of picture books is still in the 
preliminary stage, the value of picture books is still of great research significance. 
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