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How are ethnic minority groups 
represented in children’s literature, and 
what implications does this have in the 

Irish primary school setting?

This dissertations aims to analyse three 
things:
 Statistically, how often are ethnic 

minorities represented in children’s 
literature?

 When they are represented, how are 
they portrayed?

 What effects does this have in the 
Irish primary school classroom?

It is hoped that this may encourage 
teachers to make greater use of this kind 
of literature, which could, in turn, make 
the classroom a more inclusive place.

Finding One: Minority ethnic children are
underrepresented in children’s books published in the U.K.
The CLPE reported that in 2017, 4% of children’s books
published in the U.K. featured a minority ethnic character,
and only 1% of books had a minority protagonist (2018,
p.5). This improved the following year, with 7% of books
featuring a minority character, 4% of which featured a
minority protagonist (2019, p.5).

Finding Two: Problematic portrayals of ethnic
minorities can occur. Ethnic minorities are statistically
underrepresented in children’s literature. Additionally,
when these characters do feature, problematic portrayals
are commonplace relative to the depictions of non-
minorities.

Finding Three: There can be negative implications
due to a lack of multicultural literature in the classroom.
There are negative consequences for all children if minority
ethnic characters are not visible in the literature used in the
classroom, or if the portrayals children see are problematic,
such as the ones discussed in the previous finding.

Finding Four. There are benefits for all children
associated with the inclusion of multicultural literature in
the classroom. There is a considerable link between
recognition of oneself in literature and a sense of one’s
identity. Appropriate multicultural literature validates the
feelings and experiences of minority groups (Dolan, 2004,
p.4), can boost self-esteem and encourage them to feel a
sense of pride regarding their heritage (Drolett & Creany,
1993, p.3).

Documentary analysis is the
methodology employed exclusively
throughout this dissertation. Bowen
describes this methodology as “a
systematic procedure for reviewing or
evaluating documents”. These documents
contain text and images that were
produced without this researcher’s
intervention (2009, p.27). There is a lack
of research in this field in the Irish
context, and some of the international
sources cited are quite dated. They may
not be relevant today, or applicable in the
Irish context. No large-scale research has
been done into the diversity levels of
books published in Ireland, which is an
explicit limitation of this dissertation.

 There is a demand for more research in the 
field of multicultural literature. Research 
should reflect the minority child’s 
perspectives. Additionally, an analysis done 
on the diversity levels of books published in 
Ireland would provide a more accurate view 
of how multicultural the literature that Irish 
children are exposed to is.

 Teacher education should include modules 
on addressing diversity in the classroom 
through a compulsory focus on children’s 
multicultural literature throughout their 
course.

 There should be an expectation of book 
creators to provide positive multicultural 
literature and they should strive to publish 
as many diverse books as possible. Book 
creators must be aware of the 
underrepresentation of ethnic minorities as 
well as the negative representations that 
can occur.

 Curricula, school policies, reading lists and 
whole-school English plans should make 
specific reference to the inclusion of 
literature which is reflective of a culturally 
diverse community.

My research explored three main research themes; the
first theme comprises the implications of the inclusion, or
exclusion, of multicultural literature in the classroom for all
children. The second theme focuses on research that
demonstrates how often ethnic minorities are represented in
children’s literature. The final theme aims to delve into some
of the problematic portrayals that can occur of ethnic
minorities. This may have the effect of “othering” them,
which is discussed in further depth throughout the themed
chapters.

This dissertation aims to explore literature on the topic
of ethnically inclusive children’s books and to state findings
and conclusions based on such. This research project will add
to the body of existing literature with a common end goal:
that all children will be fairly represented in the books that
they read – and that teachers will create a “world” in their
classroom that is inclusive of all.
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Figure 2. Five articles cited were 

selected for coding and were then 

analysed in relation to how often 

they discussed how multicultural 

literature affects minority children, 

versus non-minority, in their 

articles.

Green = implications for non-

minority (6.52% average of total 

article)

Blue = implications for minority 

(4.69% average of total article)

Figure 1. An illustration from Last Stop on Market Street by 

Matt de la Peña. This is an example of an illustration whereby 

characters with coloured skin interact with those from non-

minority backgrounds, in a context where their ethnicity does 

not affect the storyline.
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CONCLUSIONS

Ethnic minorities are underrepresented in children’s literature.
Little to no Irish research exists on this topic. This means that we
cannot know for sure what percentages of books used in Irish
classrooms today are in fact multicultural. The CLPE’s research
conducted in a British context highlights a significant discrepancy
between the percentage of children that identify as minority
ethnic, and the number of books that represent these children
(2018, 2019). The results of this author’s small-scale analyses had
more positive results than the CLPE’s findings, however, this may
not be indicative of the larger picture in Ireland. More research in
the area, specifically in the Irish context, would provide a clearer
picture.

When ethnic minorities are represented, problematic
portrayals have been reported. These include including poor
character illustration and development, inequity in the distribution
of dialogue between minorities and non-minorities, tokenistic
minority characters present as a means of “box-ticking” which were
quickly written out of the narrative, as well as many other issues.

The inclusion, or conversely exclusion, of multicultural
literature in the classroom can have significant implications in the
classroom. If a minority child repeatedly fails to recognise
themselves in the books that are presented to them, over time they
may begin to believe their white-Irish peers may be more deserving
of a voice in literature than they are. Simultaneously, the non-
minority child may begin to generate stereotypes, or at the very
least, a lack of understanding of cultures different to their own.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Fig 3 (CLPE, 2018). 7% of 

children’s books published in 

2018 featured BAME 

characters

Fig 4 (CLPE, 2018). 4% of 

children’s books published in 

2017 featured BAME 

characters

An Analysis into the Representation of Ethnic Minority 
Groups in Children’s Literature 

Sarah Enright 

B.Ed. (2020) Marino Institute of Education


