
Travelling (with) Picturebooks 

Children and Books Crossing Borders

Dr Evelyn Arizpe



Borders and movement

Though [borders] can never contain all movement, they constrain it, often at 
great cost to human spirits, bodies, and minds, as well as to our world. They 
can close off our hearts, and keep us from connecting with others. Still, 
borders can be crossed, and do get crossed all the time. (p.3)

[…]

To find global solutions to global problems […] we need people who are 
willing and able to cross lines that adults have drawn […] We need to learn to 
see things from different perspectives, and forge dialogue across our 
differences. (p.134)

Marjorie Faustlich Orellana, Immigrant Children in Transcultural Spaces, Routledge. 2016.



Travelling

• Physical, emotional and psychological impact of the journey (Fazel 
and Stein 2002)

• Encounter welcome or suspicion and hostility (Tuase 2004)

• Support systems vary – school/ communities/government/NGOs
(Menter et al. 2000, Rutter 2006)

• Importance of creating a safe space to (re)construct personal 
narratives along with identity, belonging, connections, community
(Petit 2008)



Engagement through story

As well as being able to develop literacy, access learning and 
information and to enjoy stories, neuro-scientific research is 
providing evidence that stories offer a unique opportunity to engage 
the capacity to understand interactions with others which impacts on 
our real-life social skills and emotional relationships with others.

(Nikolajeva 2014)



Picturebooks 
• Visual images are powerful means to invite readers to engage (Nikolajeva

2013), they provide  ‘extra dimensions of interpretive possibilities’ 
(Nodelman 2005 quoted in Hope 2017)

• Can provide a safe space to better understand complex emotional 
experiences (such as migration)
• for those who need to reconstruct their story – sense of self and healing
• for those who need to see there are hopeful alternatives – how others have found a way
• for those who have not experienced uprooting – imagine and ‘put themselves in their 

shoes’

• Wordless picturebooks in particular
• create a level playing field for all readers
• take away the fear factor associated with reading books which demand certain level of 

English/reading



Children’s responses to picturebooks

Research with picturebooks has shown that they

• engage children of all ages and at all stages of reading

• stimulate talk

• can help to support and develop cognitive skills

• enhance emotional literacy as readers engage with the visual 
representation of emotions of fictional characters and see characters 
interpreting each others’ emotions



Picturebooks and Diverse Readers

• Picturebooks have been used for many years to develop various forms of 
literacy recently, they have been seen as a way of supporting not only 
language but ‘literary learning’ in an EAL or ESL context and  also in 
recognizing and valuing diverse linguistic and cultural resources  (e.g. 
Arizpe and Ryan forthcoming)

• Studies with minority ethnic children or EAL learners have shown that 
engagement with visual narratives
• increases linguistic repertoires
• increases confidence in expressing themselves
• allows children to demonstrate their knowledge and experiences
• supports children to negotiate cultural understandings



Visual Journeys
An International Research Project



Art + Literature = Picturebooks

What makes art and literature so interesting is that it presents us with 
unusual things that encourage us to ask questions about what we 
already know. It’s about returning us, especially we older readers, to a 
state of unfamiliarity, offering an opportunity to rediscover some new 
insight through things we don’t quite recognise. 

Shaun Tan (http://www.shauntan.net/essay1.html)



Findings

• The participants used more language and talk as the project 
progressed

• They used their past lives and experiences of migration to interpret 
the texts: text to life and life to text responses

• Showed an increased awareness of cross-cultural  issues

• Openly shared their experiences and cultures through talk and the 
through the photographs

• The books and reading activities provided that ‘safe space’ because 
they use metaphors and readers can distance themselves from the 
characters and the situation

• New narratives were created



http://www.journeys-fromimagestowords.com/



The reading and response sessions

• Strategies provided a level playing field because there were no 
prior expectations about success or failure based on traditional 
reading and writing skills

• Created a sense of community among readers with diverse 
cultural backgrounds

• Responses revealed an increased understanding of the issues 
around forced migration in an affirmative and compassionate 
manner

• Broadened the intercultural knowledge base for the ‘host’ pupils 
with some moving beyond aspects of their own lives to 
empathise with the characters and contexts in the books, with a 
few taking the issues ‘off the page’ and moving towards social 
action



• Shahid (pupil): See, I’m a refugee person, so I got lots of information 
about it and what did the other refugees do and that. I haven’t had 
any story about it. And so it tells people that are not refugees how we 
have  to survive to get to a new country and to be safer and happier. 

• Sylvia (EAL teacher): I thought the texts and visuals  were a fabulous 
resource to have to engage the children and to get them talking and 
using that as a vehicle for them to share some of their experiences or 
even  if they are not comfortable sharing them, at least they can 
relate to the children in the story or  relate in some small way to the 
experiences of moving and being displaced.



Importance of the mediator

• While we may consider that books have the potential to break down 
borders, what remains clear is that books cannot do this by themselves 

• Teachers and other mediators must be 
• informed enablers, that is critical readers who are open to flexible pedagogies and 

creative forms of response 

• able to contextualize the stories in a sensitive manner

• aware that strong emotions can be released through reading

• able to initiate dialogue AND listen to and value what children say

• encourage appropriate social action and further reading

(see also Hope 2017)



“Narratives of Change”
Julie E. McAdam, University of Glasgow

http://narrativesofchange.education/the-potential-of-
childrens-literature/

http://narrativesofchange.education/the-potential-of-childrens-literature/


Arts and Humanities Research council/ 
Global Challenges Research Fund (AHRC-GCRF) 
Research Network

Children’s Literature in Critical Contexts of Displacement: 
Exploring how story- and arts-based practices can create 
‘safe spaces’ for displaced children and young people

• Egypt and Mexico

• NGOs, universities and third-sector partners: UNHCR; 
International Board of Books for Young People (IBBY) 
Mexico and Egypt; 

• Ministry of Culture, Mexico
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Can I ask you a favour? 

If you have enjoyed this presentation and if you go on to use any of the 
books or strategies presented here or from the texts mentioned in the 
references, I’d be very grateful to hear how you used them, where and 
how they worked. 

Please feel free to ask me questions and to contact me at 
evelyn.arizpe@glasgow.ac.uk

mailto:evelyn.arizpe@glasgow.ac.uk

