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Abstract 

Research on the portrayal of child characters with dyslexia in picture books is limited, therefore 

in this thesis, I analyzed six children’s picture books published in English speaking countries 

including the United States, Canada, and Australia for their portrayal of dyslexia, the plot, the 

characterization of the child, and the child’s relationship with others. I read through the books 

multiple times and conducted a content analysis to identify patterns in the portrayal of images of 

dyslexia and the child characters over the period of 1995-2018. Through the analysis of images 

of dyslexia, it became apparent that dyslexia had a major impact on the story of the six books 

and was often described as a challenge. Furthermore, the character’s teachers were often the first 

to recognize the symptoms of dyslexia, and the characters commonly received treatment through 

their schools. When analyzing the plot, the themes of acceptance and pretending as well as the 

shift from happy endings to realistic endings became apparent. When the portrayal of the child 

characters were analyzed, their strengths were in areas outside of reading and writing, and their 

weaknesses were due to dyslexia. In addition, the characters’ negative self-concept and their lack 

of ethnic diversity became evident. Lastly, the analysis of the character’s relationships with 

others showed the supportive role of their parents and teachers, along with the shifting portrayal 

of bullying classmates to supportive friends. The analysis of this thesis revealed similar findings 

to previous research conducted on children’s books portraying children with dyslexia, as well as 

comparable findings to the research on the real experiences of children who have dyslexia.  

 

Keywords: children’s literature; children’s picture books; dyslexia; learning disability; specific 

learning disorder 

  



Tables of Contents 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................... 1 

2. Previous Research .......................................................................................................................... 2 

2.1. Studies on Children and Dyslexia ................................................................................... 2 

2.2. Studies on Fictional Children and Learning Disorders .................................................... 4 

3. Research Problem and Questions ........................................................................................... 9 

4. Method .......................................................................................................................................... 10 

4.1. Books Analyzed ........................................................................................................... 12 

5. Analysis .............................................................................................................................. 13 

5.1. Portrayal of Child Characters ........................................................................................ 13 

5.2. Images of Dyslexia ....................................................................................................... 14 

5.2.1. Major Impact of Dyslexia on the Story ............................................................... 14 

5.2.2. Description of Dyslexia ...................................................................................... 15 

5.2.3. Diagnosing Dyslexia .......................................................................................... 15 

5.2.4. Treatment for Dyslexia....................................................................................... 16 

5.3. Plot............................................................................................................................... 16 

5.3.1. Theme of Acceptance ......................................................................................... 17 

5.3.2. Theme of Pretending .......................................................................................... 17 

5.3.3. Type of Ending .................................................................................................. 18 

5.4. Characterization ........................................................................................................... 18 

5.4.1. Character’s Strengths ......................................................................................... 19 

5.4.2. Character’s Weaknesses ..................................................................................... 19 

5.4.3. Negative Self-Concept ....................................................................................... 19 

5.4.4. Ethnic Diversity ................................................................................................. 20 

5.5. Relationships ................................................................................................................ 20 

5.5.1. Supportive Parents ............................................................................................. 21 

5.5.2. Supportive Teachers ........................................................................................... 21 

5.5.3. Supportive and Unsupportive Classmates ........................................................... 22 

5.5.4. Recognizing Celebrities ............................................................................................ 22 

6. Concluding Discussion ........................................................................................................ 23 

6.1. Images of Dyslexia ....................................................................................................... 24 

6.2. Plot............................................................................................................................... 25 



6.3. Characterization ........................................................................................................... 26 

6.4. Relationships ................................................................................................................ 27 

6.5. Limitations and Future Research .................................................................................. 28 

7. References ........................................................................................................................... 30 

8. Appendix 1 .......................................................................................................................... 32 

  



1 

 

Introduction 

 Specific learning disorder includes an impairment in reading, writing, or mathematics and 

is prevalent among 5-15% of school-age children. The focus of this thesis will be on dyslexia, 

which is the most common manifestation of specific learning disorder and involves persistent 

difficulties in reading including word recognition, comprehension, and spelling. Dyslexia is often 

recognized and diagnosed in elementary school when children are required to read and spell, and 

their academic performance is well below average. Dyslexia has a biological origin and is not 

attributable to low intelligence, neurological, vision and hearing disorders, or external factors 

including low economic status, poor school attendance, and lack of education. Since dyslexia has 

a biological origin, dyslexia has high heritability and is more common in children whose parents 

or siblings have learning difficulties. Furthermore, dyslexia is more common in males than in 

females, but dyslexia occurs across all languages, cultures, races, and socioeconomic statuses. 

Dyslexia is a lifelong disorder and a child with dyslexia will continue to have problems with 

reading, comprehension, and spelling into adulthood (American Psychiatric Association, 2013: 

66-73). 

 Since dyslexia is often diagnosed in elementary school children, this thesis will look at 

children’s picture books that are age appropriate for children 4-10 years old and analyze how 

children who have dyslexia have been portrayed in the pictures books over time. The thesis will 

be able to contribute to the research field and the current understanding of how children with 

dyslexia have been portrayed in children’s books. It is important to look at children’s picture 

books portraying children with dyslexia because children with dyslexia or their parents can read 

to them to help them understand there are children like them. Furthermore, teachers can read 

these books to their classroom to help students understand diversity and to teach tolerance. Due 

to the importance of using children’s picture books portraying children with dyslexia as a 

learning tool, it is vital to understand how the children and dyslexia are portrayed in the books 

and if the representations are accurate to the real experiences of children with dyslexia (Altieri, 

2008b: 53).   
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Previous Research  

 Previous research on children with dyslexia is extensive. The focus of this section will be 

on the research that depicts aspects of dyslexia in real children as well as research that has 

focused on the portrayal of children with dyslexia in children’s literature. It is easy to find 

research about real children who have dyslexia, especially in the last 10 years, but it is difficult 

to find research on the portrayal of child characters with dyslexia in children’s books. It is 

important to understand how real children with dyslexia have been portrayed in research to 

understand if the portrayal of children with dyslexia in the books is realistic. I have divided the 

previous research into two sections based on the research conducted with real children who have 

dyslexia and research on fictional children who have dyslexia, and I will discuss the findings 

from these studies.  

 

Studies on Children and Dyslexia 

Recent research has focused on the prevalence of dyslexia among children, the types and 

effectiveness of treatments for dyslexia, the self-esteem and anxiety levels of children with 

dyslexia, and their relationships with others at home and school. The studies chosen for this 

section focused on these topics which are relevant to those I focused on in this thesis when 

analyzing the children’s picture books. The studies included in this section were also chosen 

because they were conducted within the last 10 years, therefore, they are more relevant to the 

experiences of contemporary children who have dyslexia. Furthermore, the books I analyzed 

were published in three different countries, the United States, Canada, and Australia, therefore, 

the studies in this section will have an international focus.  

Barbiero et al. (2019) conducted a cross-sectional study during 2008-2013 of 9,964 

Italian children aged 8-10 years old (2). Barbiero et al. had two evaluations conducted at the 

children’s schools by psychologists who tested the children for dyslexia (2019: 3). A third 

evaluation was then conducted at centers with multi-professional staff who specialize in learning 

disabilities to confirm the child’s diagnosis of dyslexia (Barbiero et al., 2019: 3-4). Of the 9,964 

children included in the study, 1.3% of the children were previously diagnosed with dyslexia, 

and after the three evaluations, the prevalence of dyslexia rose to 3.5%, which is closer to the 5-

15% prevalence of a specific learning disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013: 70; 

2019: 8). Barbiero et al. (2019) concluded that the prevalence of dyslexia is widely 
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underestimated for Italian primary school children (9). The study conducted by Barbiero et al. 

shows how dyslexia can be underdiagnosed in school-age children, and the underdiagnoses of 

dyslexia could occur in other countries as well.  

 Along with the prevalence of dyslexia among children, research has focused on the types 

and effectiveness of treatments children with dyslexia receive. Judica et al. (2017) conducted a 

study with 10 Italian third-grade children with dyslexia to test the effectiveness of a 

computerized reading treatment program (25). Each child was administered 35 sessions of the 

reading treatment and pre- and post-treatment assessments of reading and spelling tests were 

administered (Judica et al., 2017: 25). Judica et al. found (2017) that the reading treatment 

improved the accuracy and speed of reading for the children with dyslexia (28). Judica et al. 

(2017) concluded that the computerized reading treatment program during the early stages of 

reading acquisition is effective at improving the reading of children with dyslexia (32). 

Furthermore, Bull (2009) surveyed British parents of 148 children who were diagnosed with 

dyslexia and found that 55.4% of the children used a complementary and alternative medicine 

for treating dyslexia. The most common complementary and alternative medicine treatments the 

children used were nutritional supplements and special diets, chiropractic and osteopathy 

manipulation, and homeopathy (Bull, 2009: 227-229). Bull (2009) concluded that educational 

and health professionals need to be aware that many children with dyslexia use unconventional 

methods to treat dyslexia, and parents need to be educated on evidence-based treatments (233). 

Both studies conducted by Judica et al. (2017) and Bull (2009) show the varying possible 

treatments for dyslexia including a computerized reading program and alternative medicine.  

 Recent research has also focused on the self-esteem and anxiety of children with 

dyslexia. Novita (2016) measured the self-esteem and anxiety profiles of 124 children aged 8-11 

years old (281). 60 of the children had dyslexia and 64 of the children were not diagnosed with 

dyslexia or another learning disorder (Novita, 2016: 281). Novita (2016) found that both children 

with and without dyslexia have similar levels of self-esteem and anxiety in general, but in a 

school setting, children with dyslexia have higher anxiety and lower self-esteem (286). Novita 

concluded that the general anxiety and self-esteem of children with dyslexia is not impaired, but 

their anxiety and self-esteem is affected by specific contexts and settings. Novita’s research 

shows that outside of a school setting, children with dyslexia can have similar levels of anxiety 

and self-esteem as children without dyslexia, but in a school setting, their self-esteem lowers.  
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 Furthermore, previous research has focused on the experiences of children with dyslexia 

at school and at home. Yildiz et al. (2012) interviewed seven Turkish parents whose children 

have dyslexia to identify the problems encountered by the children and their parents (402-403). 

The parents of the children with dyslexia discussed problems they experienced including the 

negative attitudes of teachers towards their children and them, such as not paying attention to 

their child in the classroom, incorrect practices in the classroom, such as dividing children into 

groups based on their success in the classroom, and lack of support and assistance from the 

school administrators (Yildiz et al., 2012: 408-410). During the interviews, the parents 

demonstrated that family members often display a negative attitude towards their children by 

insulting them. The parents will also scold the children for forgetting, being untidy, and disliking 

home assignments because the parents lack information about dyslexia and think their children 

are misbehaving intentionally (Yildiz et al., 2012: 410). The parents also discussed that their 

children encounter problems in their relationships with their peers, including being excluded 

from games and being made fun of at school (Yildiz et al., 2012: 409, 411). Lastly, the parents 

mentioned problems of diagnosing their children with dyslexia such as their children will be 

prescribed medication and they will not receive a diagnosis of dyslexia until the children are 

much older (Yildiz et al., 2012: 411). The study conducted by Yildiz et al. is important for 

showing the real-life experiences of children with dyslexia and their parents.  

 

Studies on Fictional Children with Learning Disorders 

 Previous research on the portrayal of child characters with dyslexia in children’s books is 

limited and at first focused on the portrayal of children with learning disorders. Doherty-Hale 

(1984) analyzed nine children’s picture books, short stories, and elementary school level novels 

featuring characters with learning disabilities including dyslexia that were published between 

1971-1980 in the United States and United Kingdom (338, 340-342). Doherty-Hale (1984) 

looked at the description of the character with the learning disability and the description of their 

family and teachers (337-339). Doherty-Hale found that the child characters with learning 

disabilities were portrayed as being clumsy, having difficulty making friends, and having a poor 

self-image. However, Doherty-Hale found that the description of the child character can be 

conflicting because the character can be portrayed as clumsy, but also agile and the character 

would have difficulty reading, but they would enjoy reading (1984: 339-340). Doherty-Hale also 
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found that the portrayal of the character’s family and teachers varied and their family and 

teachers would be portrayed as supportive and helpful in some of the children’s book and in 

others they misunderstood the child (1984: 337-339). Doherty-Hale found that the children’s 

books either portray the learning disability accurately with a dull story or the books would be 

engaging, but the portrayal of the learning disabilities would be inaccurate. Furthermore, 

Doherty-Hale found that the children’s books often had a happy ending that offered an 

unrealistic cure for the character’s learning disability (1984: 336). Doherty-Hale created a 

stepping block for future research on the portrayal of children with learning disabilities in 

children’s books, but her research lacks important details in her method section such as how she 

located the nine children’s books and if she read the books multiple times to identify the 

passages that discussed the child’s learning disability. Furthermore, Doherty-Hale has a limited 

sample size due to the lack of books published during 1971-1980 that featured children with a 

learning disability, and she references a study from 1977 that only featured four books with 

children who have learning disabilities (Doherty-Hale, 1984: 336). Doherty-Hale’s study is one 

of the first studies conducted on the portrayal of children with learning disabilities in children’s 

books.  

 Prater (2003) expanded on Doherty-Hale’s research and analyzed 90 children and 

adolescent books published before 2001 that featured a main or supporting child character who 

had a learning disorder, including dyslexia (50). However, only 8 out of the 90 books were 

picture books written for pre-kindergarten through third grade children (Prater, 2003: 59). Prater 

read all 90 books and analyzed the impact of the learning disorder on the plot, the 

characterization of the child with the learning disorder, the type of learning disorder they had, if 

they received a diagnosis, the child’s experiences at school, and their relationships with others 

(2003: 50). Prater found that most of the characters with the learning disorder were the main 

character in the books and the story focused on them and their character development in the story 

(2003: 50). Furthermore, Prater found that in half of the books she analyzed (52.2%), the 

character’s learning disorder had a major impact on the story in that the plot focused exclusively 

on the character’s learning disorder, and in 34.4% of the books, the learning disorder somewhat 

had an impact on the story whereas in the remaining books the learning disorder did not impact 

the story and was only used to describe the character (2003: 50-51).  
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Prater found that most of the characters in the children’s books were portrayed as having 

a reading disability and were identified as having dyslexia (2003: 51). The characters were 

portrayed as being good at math, sports, and art, but the characters often misbehaved in school to 

cover up their poor academic skills (2003: 54-55). Similar to Doherty-Hale, Prater found that the 

child characters often lacked self-confidence or they had low self-esteem, but the character’s 

self-esteem could improve during the story (2003: 56). As far as diagnosing the character with 

the learning disorder, the testing for a learning disorder was a major theme in many of the books, 

but some of the child’s parents did not accept the diagnosis or they refused to have their child 

tested (2003: 56-57). When the child was at school, the child was most often placed in a separate 

special class or a remedial reading class, and some of the characters were held back a grade 

(2003: 57). The character with the learning disorder was often teased and bullied by their 

classmates (2003: 58). Like Doherty-Hale, Prater found that the quality of the books vary in their 

portrayal of characters with learning disorders with some books being inept in their portrayal and 

others being extraordinary and receiving an international recognition award (2003: 59). There are 

several limitations to Prater’s research including the lack of reliable data, and classifying and 

identifying the themes of children’s books is subjective. Furthermore, in 5 of the 90 books, Prater 

was unsure if the character had a learning disorder, but she included the books in the study 

(2003: 60-61). Prater’s study broadened the research that focused on the portrayal of children 

with learning disorders in children’s books by analyzing the character’s experiences at school 

and their relationships with others.  

 Altieri expanded Prater’s research and focused on children’s books that only portray child 

characters with dyslexia (2006: 171). Altieri located 77 children’s books including three picture 

books where the main character had dyslexia, and were published during 1993-2003 (2006: 170-

171).  Of the 77 children’s books, 55 featured female characters, 22 featured male characters, 

and six books featured multiethnic characters (Altieri, 2006: 171). Altieri read each book 

multiple times and photocopied the passages where the reading difficulty created an issue in the 

story (2006: 164). Six themes emerged from Altieri’s research including the character’s feelings 

of despair, family issues, lack of participation, concern with the perception of others, issues 

related to academic settings, and issues related to settings outside of an academic setting (2006: 

164). Concerning the character’s feelings of despair, the male child characters often became 

frustrated because of their dyslexia and would refer to themselves as stupid or dumb (2006: 164-
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166). Male characters were also more likely to have arguments with their family because of their 

dyslexia (Altieri, 2006: 166). Both female and male characters avoided or refused to participate 

in tasks because of their dyslexia, and the characters were made fun of by their peers or were 

worried about what their peers thought of them (Altieri, 2006: 166-167). Female characters were 

more likely to have a bad experience at school because of their dyslexia, and both genders would 

experience issues outside of the school setting that were created by their dyslexia (Altieri, 2006: 

167-168). Based on the six themes, Altieri found that female characters were more likely to be 

emotional when dyslexia created an issue while male characters remained calm and used humor 

to deal with the situation (2006: 168-169). Furthermore, female characters were more likely to 

have issues related to academic settings, but in reality it is more common for male children to be 

identified as having dyslexia because of issues relating to their schoolwork (Altieri, 2006: 169). 

One limitation of Altieri’s research is that she conducted a quantitative study of the children’s 

books, and in order to analyze the portrayal of the female and male characters in the books more 

in-depth, a qualitative study is needed (2006: 170). Despite the limitation of Altieri’s research, 

she expanded the research on the portrayal of children with learning disabilities in children’s 

books by focusing on child characters with dyslexia.  

  Altieri conducted an additional study and analyzed 72 fiction books including 4 picture 

books that portrayed school-age children with dyslexia and were published between 1993-2003 

(2008a: 83-85). Out of the 72 books, 55 books featured female main characters and 17 books 

featured male main characters (Altieri, 2008a: 84). Altieri read and analyzed each book multiple 

times and copied passages that included the main characters strengths, difficulties, behavioral 

and self-esteem issues, grade retention, and family members with dyslexia (2008a: 84). The male 

child characters with dyslexia were more likely to be good at physical activities while the female 

characters were more likely to be good at art (Altieri, 2008a: 86). Both genders had difficulties in 

reading, spelling, and math, and in social skills including lacking friends and being teased by 

other child characters (Altieri, 2008a: 86-87). In approximately half of the children’s books, the 

main character had behavior problems including bullying other children, and in most of the 

books, the main character had a low self-esteem (Altieri, 2008a: 87). Altieri found that in 27% of 

the books she analyzed, the main character was retained a grade or threatened to be held back a 

grade if the character did not improve their academic work (2008a: 88). Lastly, in 27% of the 

children’s books analyzed, the main character’s parent or grandparent experienced similar 
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literacy difficulties, but only in one of the books the character’s parent was referred to as having 

dyslexia (Altieri, 2008a: 88). Like with Prater’s research, one limitation of Altieri’s study is that 

it lacks reliability because the identification and classification of the books’ themes is subjective 

and based on Altieri’s interpretation of the books. Furthermore, Altieri only analyzed children’s 

fiction books and future research can benefit from analyzing the portrayal of children with 

dyslexia in non-fiction books such as biographies and autobiographies (2008a: 89). Even though 

Altieri conducted a quantitative study that limited the analysis that could be conducted, Altieri’s 

study is important for focusing on the portrayal of children with dyslexia in children’s books.  

 Altieri conducted a follow-up study and analyzed 72 children’s fiction books that 

featured main or supporting school-age characters with dyslexia and were published between 

1993-2003 (2008b: 48). Altieri read each book multiple times and analyzed how dyslexia was 

identified, the instructional methodology implanted, the self-concept of the character with 

dyslexia, and the portrayal of the character’s teachers (2008b: 48). Altieri found that in 35% of 

the books, the child was tested for dyslexia, and a family friend or acquaintance was usually the 

first one to notice the character’s symptoms of dyslexia (2008b: 49). The most common form of 

treatment for dyslexia in the children’s books was out-of-school tutoring and several character’s 

parents were involved in helping the child be successful (Altieri, 2008b: 49, 51). Out of the 72 

children’s books, 70% of the characters with dyslexia had low self-esteem and made self-

deprecating comments (Altieri, 2008b: 51). Furthermore, the character’s teachers were often 

depicted as uncaring and ignorant with only a few teachers being portrayed in a positive way 

(Altieri, 2008b: 51-52). Based on her study, Altieri concluded that many of the school-age 

characters with dyslexia remain undiagnosed or hide their dyslexia from their family and 

professionals, but early intervention is important for treating dyslexia (2008b: 52). Like with her 

previous study, Altieri’s study lacks reliability and the identification and classification of the 

themes in the books is subjective. All three of Altieri’s studies on the portrayal of children with 

dyslexia in children books shows their characterization, treatment they received for dyslexia, and 

the relationships with others including their parents, teachers, and peers that will be important to 

look into in this thesis.   

 Even though most of the previous research on the portrayal of child characters with 

dyslexia in children’s books used quantitative methods that limited the analysis, the analyses 
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demonstrate the changing portrayal of dyslexia and characters throughout the years from 

Doherty-Hale’s study in 1984 to Altieri’s studies during 2006-2008.  

  

 

Research Problem and Questions 

 The previous research on children’s books focused on how characters who have a 

learning disorder including dyslexia have been portrayed in children’s books published before 

2003. Furthermore, the majority of the children’s books analyzed were chapter books written for 

older children and adolescents (Altieri, 2006: 170-171). Due to the lack of research on picture 

books portraying child characters with dyslexia and the lack of research on children’s books and 

dyslexia published after 2003, I want to understand how children who have dyslexia have been 

portrayed in children’s picture books over time and how their portrayal relates to the real 

experiences of children with dyslexia. Children are likely to be diagnosed with dyslexia during 

their early school years, and picture books are the category of books that are age appropriate for 

them. Either the child themselves or their parents can read the picture books portraying 

characters with dyslexia, therefore, it is important to understand how the child characters with 

dyslexia are portrayed in the books. The main research questions include: 

1. How are children with dyslexia portrayed in the six children’s picture books analyzed in 

this thesis? 

2. Has the portrayal of dyslexia in children’s books remained the same or changed since the 

1990s? 

3. Has the book’s plot involving the child with dyslexia remained the same or changed 

throughout the years?  

4. Has the portrayal of children with dyslexia remained the same or changed from the 

1990s to the present? 

5. Has the portrayal of the child’s relationships with others remained the same or changed 

over time? 
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Method  

 I chose to conduct a content analysis of the six children’s books. Content analysis is an 

approach used to analyze the meaning of words, themes, and concepts in documents and texts 

(Bryman, 2012: 289-290). I followed Bryman’s steps of conducting a content analysis, which are 

as follows (2012: 288). 

1. Establish the research questions 

2. Select the children’s books 

3. Create categories for analyzing the children’s books 

4. Analyze the children’s books based on the categories  

 By conducting a content analysis, I was able to compare and distinguish how the 

portrayal of the characters and dyslexia has developed by either remaining the same or changing 

over time. Before I selected the children’s picture books, I established my five research questions 

as defined in Bryman’s first step of conducting a content analysis (2012: 291-293). For 

Bryman’s second step of conducting a content analysis, six children’s picture books were located 

on Amazon (www.amazon.com) and WorldCat (www.worldcat.org) that were published in 

English since the 1990s and featured main characters who are children and have dyslexia or 

symptoms of dyslexia (2012: 293-294). Since dyslexia is typically diagnosed when a child starts 

school and has difficulty with reading or spelling, I chose books that the children with dyslexia 

would likely have access to, therefore the books were written for children around 4-10 years old 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013: 70-71). The six books I found were set in the present 

and were in the contemporary realistic fiction genre in that they could occur in the real world and 

do not include fantasy elements (Altieri, 2008a: 82). By choosing children’s books that were 

realistic, I could compare the accounts of the fictional characters with dyslexia to the experiences 

of real children who have dyslexia. Out of the six books, two books were published in the 1990s, 

two in the 2000s, and two in the 2010s. I chose to analyze books that were published in the 

1990s and later because most of the previous research on children’s books featuring child 

characters with learning disorders including dyslexia, analyzed books from around the 1990s. 

Therefore, I could easily compare my results to the results found in the previous research. For 

each decade, one of the two books featured a boy main character while the other book featured a 

girl main character.  

http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.worldcat.org/
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 To locate the six books, a search on the online bookstore Amazon (www.amazon.com) in 

the Fiction Children’s Books section was conducted using the keywords “dyslexia” and 

“dyslexic”. I first began my search on Amazon because I wanted to find which books were easily 

accessible to purchase by people including myself. The online library catalogue WorldCat 

(www.worldcat.org) was also used by searching for the keywords “dyslexia” and “dyslexic” in 

the Juvenile Fiction Books section. After searching on Amazon, I used WorldCat because I knew 

not every book would be available to purchase on Amazon, therefore, searching a library 

catalogue would give me a better idea of all the picture books available that featured main child 

characters with dyslexia. A list of books for each decade was compiled, and by the end of the 

search, there were 4-6 books for each time period for a total of 16 books, which are listed in 

Appendix 1. Due to the time constraint of this thesis and lack of available resources, only two 

books from each decade were analyzed. For each time period, the books were divided into two 

categories - books that feature boy main characters and books that feature girl main characters, 

which is shown in Appendix 1. From reading previous research on the portrayal of child 

characters with dyslexia, it became apparent that there was a gender difference among the main 

characters. In order to see if the gender difference was also present in the picture books analyzed 

in this thesis, I decided to divide the books in each decade by boy and girl main characters. 

Gender was the only category the list of books was divided into. One book from each gender 

category was randomly selected for a total of two books from each decade.  

 Each book was read multiple times and a content analysis was conducted in order to 

identify patterns in the portrayal of the main characters who have dyslexia. For Bryman’s third 

step of conducting a content analysis, I created categories that would answer the five research 

questions of this thesis (2012: 295-298). The portrayal of dyslexia including the impact of the 

character’s dyslexia on the story, the diagnosis, and treatment was analyzed. Details about the 

books including the point of view, setting, ending, and themes were identified. As suggested by 

Bryman, I analyzed the books regarding the portrayal and characteristics of the main character 

including their age, gender, ethnicity, strengths, weaknesses, and their self-concept (2012: 295). 

Lastly, the books were analyzed regarding the characters’ relationships with their family, friends, 

classmates, teachers, and other adults. For Bryman’s last step of conducting a content analysis, I 

analyzed the children’s books based on the categories (2012: 298-299). I created a spreadsheet 

and listed all the categories to compare the six children books. After reading each book multiple 

http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.worldcat.org/
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times, I identified parts of each book that represented the different categories. From there I 

analyzed results by comparing the similarities and differences between the six books. With the 

results from conducting the content analysis, I was then able to compare my findings to previous 

research on children’s books portraying child characters with dyslexia as well as research on the 

real experiences of children with dyslexia. 

 An implication of conducting a content analysis and analyzing the children’s books based 

on categories I created is that I may miss other relevant aspects of the books. However, it is 

important to collect and analyze data that is relevant to my research problem and questions, 

which concerns the portrayal of dyslexia and child characters in the books. Another researcher 

may collect different data from the selected children’s books depending on their research 

problem and questions of interest. However, by outlining the steps I took to conduct the content 

analysis of the children’s books, I aimed to be consistent and transparent in my analysis. 

 There are no ethical concerns with this thesis as there were no participants or collection 

of any personal data as the children’s picture books involved fictional child characters. The 

analysis of the children’s books only focused on the text within the books due to the challenge of 

receiving permission from six different publishing companies and illustrators within the 

timeframe of the thesis to analyze the images within the books.     

 

Books Analyzed  

All six picture books analyzed in this thesis were published in English speaking countries. Four 

of the books were published in the United States, one in Canada, and the remaining in Australia. 

The books ranged from 32-40 pages long with an average length of 35 pages. Every page or 

every other page of the books included illustrations that were accompanied with 1-4 short 

paragraphs of text, but the focus of this thesis was on the analysis of the text. Due to the length of 

the books and the inclusion of illustrations with the text, the books were appropriate for children 

ages 4-10 years old. The six books analyzed were: 

• Bobula J and Bobula K (2011) Quite Quiet Hannah: The world's greatest artist: 

Dyslexia. Ottawa, Canada: Wildberry Productions.  

• Moore-Mallinos J (2007) It’s Called Dyslexia. United States: Barron’s Educational 

Series, Inc. 

• Polacco P (1998) Thank You, Mr. Falker. New York, United States: Philomel Books. 
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• Robb D B (2004). The Alphabet War: A story about dyslexia. Morton Grove, United 

States: Albert Whitman & Company.  

• Root A and Gladden L (1995) Charlie’s Challenge. United States: Linda Gladden and 

Ann Root.  

• Russell P (2018) My Storee: Just because you can't spell doesn't mean you can't write! 

Chatswood, Australia: EK Books.  

 

 

Analysis  

 After reading the six children’s picture books, I analyzed the general portrayal of the 

child characters. I then analyzed the changes as well as similarities across the 1990s, 2000s, and 

2010s concerning the portrayal of dyslexia, the plot, characters, and relationships. By focusing 

on these categories, I aimed to answer my five research questions.  

 

Portrayal of Child Characters 

 With my first research question in mind, I completed a general overview of the portrayal 

of the child characters in the six children’s picture books. Due to my method of selecting the 

books based on publication year and gender, three of the child characters were boys and three 

were girls. Four of the characters were described as having dyslexia while one character was 

diagnosed with a learning difference, and the remaining character only showed symptoms of 

dyslexia. The child characters were primary school-age children around 4-10 years old, and they 

were predominately white. Since the characters were school-age, the books predominantly had 

an educational setting, and all the characters went to school in the books. The books either 

followed the character during one grade or throughout their early school years. The child 

characters were portrayed as being good at math, building, art, and sports, while they performed 

poorly in reading, writing, and spelling. At the beginning of the books, the characters frequently 

viewed themselves negatively. The characters lived with one or both of their parents, and one 

character had a sibling. Furthermore, the characters often had friends both at school and outside 

of school. The character’s strengths, weaknesses, negative self-concept, ethnic diversity, and 

relationship with others will be discussed more in-depth later in this analysis.  
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Images of Dyslexia 

 When analyzing the six children’s books, similarities across all time periods were found, 

which included the major impact of dyslexia on the story and the treatment the characters 

received. Furthermore, there were differences between the books that included the description 

and diagnosing of dyslexia.  

 

Major Impact of Dyslexia on the Story 

 In all six books, dyslexia had a major impact on the story. The character’s dyslexia, 

reading or writing problem was the main focus of the plot for the child both at home and at 

school. Five of the books followed a similar plot in that the child had difficulty reading or 

writing and then the child received help, which improved their reading and writing as well as 

their self-esteem. For example, The Alphabet War follows Adam from preschool through fourth 

grade, and the book describes the challenges he experiences in each grade such as in first grade 

he was unable to read and in second grade he was unable to spell. In third grade Adam was 

diagnosed with dyslexia and then received help, which improved his reading. The remaining 

book followed a different plot, but the focus remained on the boy’s dyslexia. In My Storee, the 

boy enjoys writing creative stories even though he has difficulty spelling. However, a new 

teacher looks past his spelling mistakes since they can be corrected at a later time and focuses on 

the creativeness of the stories instead.  

 The titles of the children’s books further demonstrate the major impact that dyslexia has 

on the stories. Three of the books, It’s Called Dyslexia, The Alphabet War: A story about 

dyslexia, and Quite Quiet Hannah: The world's greatest artist: Dyslexia include the word 

dyslexia in the title or subtitle. The inclusion of dyslexia in the title of the books shows that 

dyslexia plays a major role in the stories. 

 In all six children’s books, dyslexia had a major role in the focus of the story and the 

development of the child because the plot revolved around their reading or writing problem. 

Even though only half of the books included dyslexia in the title, all of the books plots 

demonstrated the major impact of dyslexia on the child.  
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Description of Dyslexia 

 Most of the main child characters in the picture books are characterized as having 

dyslexia. However, in the book Charlie’s Challenge from 1995, Charlie has difficulty reading 

and spelling, and he is diagnosed with a learning difference, which is not a real diagnosis. Taking 

into account Charlie’s difficulties with reading and writing, he should have been diagnosed with 

a learning disorder instead (American Psychiatric Association, 1994: 46-47). Since Charlie is 

diagnosed with a learning difference, he is told that he is smart, but he needs to learn differently 

in order for his reading and writing to improve. In the books published in the 2000s and later, the 

children are still told they are smart, but they are diagnosed with dyslexia, which is described 

differently than a learning difference. In these books, the children have difficulty reading and 

writing because letters and words look similar and they do not understand the sounds within the 

words. These books describe in more detail what dyslexia is whereas in Charlie’s Challenge, 

Charlie is diagnosed with a fictional disorder and is only told he needs to learn differently.  

 Based on the titles of the children’s books, dyslexia is described as a challenge to 

overcome in Charlie’s Challenge and a war to be fought in The Alphabet War. For the children 

in these books, having dyslexia had an impact on the character’s development. Furthermore, the 

titles of two other books demonstrate the challenge with spelling that children with dyslexia face. 

In Quite Quiet Hannah, the letters “t” and “e” are switched in the words “quite” and “quiet,” and 

in My Storee, story is spelt with two e’s.  

 For the majority of the children’s books, dyslexia is described as a reading and writing 

difficulty. Even though in Charlie’s Challenge, dyslexia is not identified, the book still addresses 

the child’s difficulty with reading and writing. Furthermore, in most of the books, dyslexia is 

described as a challenge children face.  

 

Diagnosing Dyslexia 

 In the four books from the 1990s and 2000s, the child’s teacher was the one to recognize 

dyslexia or a problem in reading. In Charlie’s Challenge, Charlie’s teacher Mrs. Smith 

recognized that Charlie might have a learning difference and referred him to a neuropsychologist 

for testing. In Thank You, Mr. Falker, Trisha’s teacher Mr. Falker realized Trisha had difficulties 

with reading and writing and found a reading teacher to help her. Furthermore, three of the four 

books mention specific testing where a doctor or another adult gave the child a special ungraded 
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test that covered topics including reading, writing, and mathematics, which resulted in the child 

being diagnosed with dyslexia or a learning difference.  

 However, in Quite Quiet Hannah, Hannah’s parents were the ones who recognized the 

symptoms of dyslexia and got help for her. The book states that Hannah’s dad has dyslexia, 

which could have caused her parents to be more aware of the symptoms. Out of all the books, 

Hannah’s dad was the only parent or relative mentioned to have dyslexia. Furthermore, in 

previous research on children’s books featuring child characters with dyslexia, there was only 

one instance of the child’s parent being referred to as dyslexic (Altieri, 2008a: 88-89).   

 In most of the books, the child’s teacher played a role in identifying the children’s 

difficulty with reading and writing, which often led to the child being tested and diagnosed with 

dyslexia. In one of the books, the child’s parents recognized their child’s symptoms of dyslexia, 

which resulted in the diagnosis.  

 

Treatment for Dyslexia 

 The most common treatment for the child with dyslexia was to receive help at school, and 

the child was either placed in a special class or met with a reading teacher outside of their regular 

classroom. After the child was diagnosed with dyslexia, three of the children, Charlie from 

Charlie’s Challenge, Adam from The Alphabet War, and Sarah from It’s Called Dyslexia, were 

placed in a special class with a teacher who helped with reading, writing, and spelling.  

 Two other children remained in their regular classroom, but they regularly met with a 

reading teacher. Trisha from Thank You, Mr. Falker met with a reading teacher most days after 

school and Hannah from Quite Quiet Hannah met weekly with a teacher who helped children 

with dyslexia. Both the special teachers and the reading teachers used similar methods including 

skywriting, writing in sand, and sounding out letters to help the children.  

 After the child was diagnosed with dyslexia or their reading problem was identified, most 

of the children received help from teachers either in a special classroom or outside of their 

regular classroom.  

 

Plot 

In the previous section, I discussed the portrayal of dyslexia in the children’s books, and now I 

want to discuss the plot of the books. Concerning the plot of the six children’s picture books, the 
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theme of acceptance and pretending became apparent among the stories. However, the type of 

ending of the story differed among the time periods.  

 

Theme of Acceptance  

 The most common theme found in the children’s books was self-acceptance of the child 

with dyslexia or acceptance by others such as the child’s teacher. Five of the children 

experienced acceptance by the end of the book with four children accepting their diagnosis of 

dyslexia and two children feeling accepted by their teacher. In It’s Called Dyslexia, Sarah states 

“I have dyslexia, and that’s okay” (Moore-Mallinos, 2007: 30). Furthermore, Hannah from Quite 

Quiet Hannah acknowledges that she has dyslexia and states “I love everything about myself!” 

(Bobula and Bobula, 2011: 34). Both Sarah and Hannah demonstrate acceptance of themselves 

by acknowledging and embracing their diagnosis of dyslexia. 

 In Thank You, Mr. Falker, Trisha felt accepted by her teacher Mr. Falker who helped her 

with reading, and by the end of the book, Trisha accepted herself when she realized she could 

read. In My Storee, the boy’s writings were always corrected for spelling mistakes, but when a 

new teacher arrived who did not focus on the spelling mistakes but instead focused on the 

creative story the boy wrote, he felt “safe enuff [sic] that maybe I can be myself” (Russell, 2018: 

23). Trisha and the boy from My Storee experienced acceptance by their teacher in that their 

teacher accepted the child’s reading and writing problem and either helped the child or focused 

on the child’s strengths instead.  

 In a majority of the books, the child experienced acceptance by accepting their diagnosis 

of dyslexia and/or feeling accepted by their teachers.  

 

Theme of Pretending 

 In three of the books, the children pretended at school to be able to read, or they 

pretended at home to be ill to avoid going to school and having to read. Adam in The Alphabet 

War pretended to be reading at school until he was in the third grade when he realized 

“pretending wasn’t going to be enough” and afterwards he was tested for dyslexia (Robb, 2004: 

20). In the fifth grade, Trisha from Thank You, Mr. Falker pretended she could read and she 

would “memorize what the kid next to her was reading” or she would repeat what her teacher 
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said (Polacco, 1998: 32). Both Adam and Trisha had difficulty reading and they pretended they 

could read at school in order to be like the other children in their class.  

 Trisha would also pretend to have a sore throat or a stomachache to avoid going to school 

and having to read. In It’s Called Dyslexia, Sarah had trouble reading, and she would pretend she 

was sick so she would not have to go to school. Since Trisha and Sarah had difficulty reading, 

they wanted to avoid going to school where they would be forced to read, which led them to 

pretend to be sick at home.  

 In three of the children’s books, the child either pretended they could read while at school 

or pretended to be ill in order to not attend school where they would be in a position where they 

would have to read.  

 

Type of Ending 

 In both books from the 1990s, the child received help from a teacher, and with the new 

skills, the child learned how to read. Both of these endings reflected a happy outcome, and as 

shown in previous research on children’s books that featured child characters with learning 

disabilities, the endings are not realistic for children with dyslexia since there is no cure for 

dyslexia (Doherty-Hale, 1984: 336). The books published in the 2000s and later did not have 

happy unrealistic endings and instead they had endings that emphasized that even though there is 

no cure for dyslexia and reading will never be easy for the children, with hard work and practice 

the child’s reading will improve.  

 In earlier published children’s books, the books offered a happy ending for the child 

characters that implied there was a cure for dyslexia. However, the books published since the 

2000s depicted a realistic ending in that the children’s reading could improve with help, but they 

would always have dyslexia. 

 

Characterization 

The previous section focused on the plot of the children’s books, and now I want to focus on the 

child characters themselves. As far as the portrayal of children characters, the character’s 

strengths, weaknesses, and self-concept remained the same across the time periods, but the 

portrayal of the character’s ethnicity changed over time. 
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Character’s Strengths 

 The character’s strengths were often related to areas outside of reading and writing. Half 

of the child characters including Charlie from Charlie’s Challenge, Adam from The Alphabet 

War, and Hannah from Quite Quiet Hannah were portrayed as being good at math. Both Charlie 

and Hannah wanted to be architects when they were older, and both Charlie and Adam were 

good builders, with Charlie building a castle and Adam building a fort and skateboard.  

 There was a gender difference present in the portrayal of the character’s strengths with 

the two girls being good at art, including Trisha from Thank You, Mr. Falker being good at 

drawing and Hannah being good at painting, whereas boys were portrayed as being good at 

sports with Charlie being good at soccer and Adam being good at hockey.   

 However, despite dyslexia affecting a child’s ability to write and spell, two of the child 

characters were portrayed as writing well, with Sarah from It’s Called Dyslexia excelling at 

poetry and the boy from My Storee writing creative stories.  

 The child characters were portrayed as having strengths in math, building, art, and sports. 

Even though dyslexia impacts writing, a couple of the characters wrote well. 

 

Character’s Weaknesses 

 Dyslexia involves an impairment in reading and spelling, and the only weaknesses 

portrayed by the characters were related to the child’s dyslexia or symptoms of dyslexia 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013: 67). All the children had difficulty with spelling and 

writing both at home and at school. For example, My Storee is written from the perspective of 

the boy with dyslexia, and in every sentence there are spelling mistakes such as “Storees keep 

me awaik at nite…” (Russell, 2018: 3). Five of the children had trouble reading including Trisha 

from Thank You, Mr. Falker, who sees wiggling shapes and needs help from her teacher to read 

the words.  

 The six children’s books only focused on weaknesses that were related to dyslexia, and 

the child characters were portrayed as having difficulty with reading, writing, and spelling.  

 

Negative Self-Concept 

 The majority of the child characters were portrayed as having a negative self-concept 

where they viewed themselves as being dumb and lonely. Charlie from Charlie’s Challenge and 
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Trisha from Thank You, Mr. Falker considered themselves dumb because they could not read or 

spell, and Adam from The Alphabet War doubted how he could be smart when he could not read. 

There was a gender difference in the portrayal of self-concept, and the girl characters often felt 

lonely and sad. Both Trisha and Hannah from Quite Quiet Hannah felt lonely at school because 

they had difficulty reading compared to the other children in their class. Sarah from It’s Called 

Dyslexia felt sad because she had trouble reading and was not like other kids.  

 However, after receiving a diagnosis of dyslexia, the children’s self-concept improved. 

For example, when Adam was diagnosed with dyslexia, he no longer considered himself dumb, 

but instead he was a “different kind of thinker” (Robb, 2004: 30). After Sarah was diagnosed 

with dyslexia, she was not as sad anymore since she knew she would improve her reading and 

writing with help and practice.  

 In most of the books, the child viewed themselves negatively because they were different 

from their classmates. However, once the child was diagnosed with dyslexia and received help, 

they no longer had a negative self-concept.   

 

Ethnic Diversity 

 The four books from the 1990s and 2000s only feature white child characters even though 

dyslexia is not attributable to culture or race (American Psychiatric Association). However, in 

Quite Quiet Hannah from 2011, Hannah is portrayed as a black girl with dyslexia. Even though 

there is more ethnic diversity in the books published in the 2010s, most books only focus on 

white children as shown by Altieri who found that only 6 out of the 77 children’s books in her 

study that portrayed a main character with dyslexia and was published between 1993-2003, 

featured multiethnic characters with dyslexia (2006: 171).  

 In most children’s books that feature a child character who has dyslexia, the child is 

white, which signifies a lack of ethnic diversity among the main characters.  

 

Relationships 

In the previous section, I discussed the portrayal of the child characters, and now I want to 

discuss the portrayal of the character’s relationship with others. The portrayal of the character’s 

relationship with their parents and teachers remained the same across the children’s books while 
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the characters relationship with their classmates shifted over time. Furthermore, two of the 

authors of the children’s books compared the child characters to celebrities.  

 

Supportive Parents 

 In four of the books, the child was portrayed as having supportive parents. Three of the 

child’s parents met with their child’s teacher to discuss testing for their child or how their child 

can learn better. In Charlie’s Challenge, Charlie’s parents met with his teacher who suggested 

Charlie should see a neuropsychologist who “helps kids find out how they learn best” (Root and 

Gladden, 1995: 17). Charlie’s parents then took him to see the neuropsychologist the next day. 

After Hannah in Quite Quiet Hannah was diagnosed with dyslexia, her parents met with her 

teacher to discuss how Hannah could learn to read, and her parents stayed in daily contact with 

her teacher.  

 In two of the four books, the parents helped their child at home with reading and writing. 

After Sarah in It’s Called Dyslexia was diagnosed with dyslexia, her parents did fun activities 

with her to help with reading and writing. For the remaining two books where the children did 

not have supportive parents, their parents were present in the story, but they played a neutral 

role.  

 In many of the books, the child’s parents played a supportive role and helped their child 

with their education. When the parents were not in a supportive role, they played a neutral role in 

the story.   

 

Supportive Teachers 

 All six books are set at the child’s home and school, and their teachers are portrayed in a 

supportive role by helping the child with their reading and writing or making the child feel safe 

in school. In The Alphabet War, Adam’s fourth grade teacher would read the questions on tests 

out loud for him. In Quite Quiet Hannah, Hannah’s teacher Mr. Noble did activities with her in 

the classroom to help her learn to read. In these examples, the child’s teacher recognized that the 

child had difficulty reading and writing, and the teacher found ways to help the child in their 

classroom.  

 Another way teachers played a supportive role in the books is that the teachers made the 

child with dyslexia feel safe in school. In Thank You, Mr. Falker, Trisha is made fun of in the 
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classroom because she has trouble reading, and her teacher Mr. Falker got his students to stop 

laughing at her, and he took Trisha’s bully to the principal’s office. In My Storee, the boy’s 

teacher makes the children laugh and feel safe in the classroom.  

 The child characters with dyslexia can have a negative self-concept since they are 

different than the other children in their class. However, the child’s teacher can play a supportive 

role by helping the child with their learning and making them feel safe in the classroom. 

 

Supportive and Unsupportive Classmates 

 In the books published in the 1990s and early 2000s, bullying was a common theme for 

the child with dyslexia to experience. In Charlie’s Challenge, Charlie was made fun of by his 

classmates, and Adam in The Alphabet War was called a “kindergarten baby” (Robb, 2004: 14). 

Trisha from Thank You, Mr. Falker was laughed at and called names in the classroom, and 

outside of the classroom, there was a bully who pulled her hair and got others to call her names. 

Since these characters with dyslexia were different than the other children in their class because 

they had difficulty reading, writing, and spelling, they were often bullied by their classmates for 

being different. The only time the character’s classmates were nice to them was when the main 

character was partaking in one of their strengths such as sports or art. For example, Charlie’s 

classmates were nice to him during recess since he was good at sports, and Trisha’s classmates 

were nice to her because they liked her drawings.  

 However, there was a shift in more recently published books to not portray bullying and 

instead only portray supportive classmates. In It’s Called Dyslexia, Sarah’s classmates liked the 

poems she wrote and clapped after she read them to the class. Hannah from Quite Quiet Hannah 

stated that her friends at school were helpful, and she does not mention any other classmates.  

 In the earlier published children’s books, the child with dyslexia had mostly unsupportive 

classmates that bullied them for being different due to their difficulty with reading, writing, and 

spelling. However, the books published after 2005 did not portray bullying and instead portrayed 

supportive classmates.   

 

Recognizing Celebrities  

 In two of the children’s books, Charlie’s Challenge and It’s Called Dyslexia, the authors 

relate the main character to famous people and celebrities. When Charlie in Charlie’s Challenge 
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met with the neuropsychologist, she told Charlie that, “We all face challenges sometimes. Even 

Albert Einstein faced a challenge because he had a learning difference.” (Root and Gladden, 

1995: 23). Root and Gladden use the example of Albert Einstein to demonstrate that there are 

famous people like Charlie who had a learning difference, and they both had to work hard to 

overcome their challenges. At the end of the story in It’s Called Dyslexia, Sarah states, “Maybe 

one day I’ll be famous like Albert Einstein, Leonardo da Vinci, Walt Disney, Beethoven, and 

even movie stars like Tom Cruise and Whoopie Goldberg! They all had dyslexia, too!” (Moore-

Mallinos, 2007: 30). In this scenario, Moore-Mallinos refers to both past and present famous 

people and celebrities to show that children can have dyslexia and still be successful in their life. 

However, Prater (2003) argues that most elementary school children do not recognize the famous 

individuals mentioned in children’s books, and if the child did recognize them, citing names like 

Albert Einstein would most likely not inspire pride in being associated to a famous person. 

Furthermore, famous people like Albert Einstein and Leonardo da Vinci were posthumously 

diagnosed with dyslexia, therefore, their diagnosis is highly debated. Therefore, Prater believes 

that if an author wants to compare the child characters with dyslexia to a famous person, the 

author should use living examples such as Tom Cruise and Whoopie Goldberg because they have 

shared their personal experiences with dyslexia (59). Even though two of the authors of the 

children’s picture books analyzed in this thesis compared the child characters to celebrities to 

demonstrate that the characters can be successful, children reading the books may not recognize 

the famous individuals and their connection to them.  

 

 

Concluding Discussion 

 The portrayal of dyslexia, the plot, and the portrayal of the character and their 

relationships with others were analyzed in the six picture books for children. I will now discuss 

how the portrayal in these children’s picture books relates to previous research on children’s 

books featuring children with dyslexia as well as the portrayal of real children with dyslexia in 

research.   
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Images of Dyslexia  

 Regarding my second research question on if the portrayal of dyslexia has remained the 

same or changed since the 1990s, in all six children’s picture books analyzed in this thesis, 

dyslexia had a major impact on the story in that the plot revolved around the main character’s 

dyslexia. In Prater’s research on the portrayal of characters with learning disorders, most of 

characters with the learning disorders in the 90 children’s books were portrayed as the main 

character, and in half of the books (52.2%), the character’s learning disorder had a major impact 

on the story (2003: 50-51). Furthermore, in 34.4% of the books, the character’s learning disorder 

somewhat impacted the story, mainly in the subplot (Prater, 2003: 51). Since the main characters 

of the picture books analyzed in this thesis were the children with dyslexia, it was likely that 

dyslexia had a major impact on the plot.  

 As far as diagnosing the child with dyslexia, in the picture books analyzed in this thesis, 

the child’s teacher was most likely to be the first to notice the symptoms of dyslexia or a reading 

problem. However, in prior research on children’s books featuring main or supporting characters 

with dyslexia, a family friend or acquaintance usually suggested the child may have dyslexia 

(Altieri, 2008b: 49). Since dyslexia is often diagnosed when a child starts school and has trouble 

reading or writing, it is logical that the child’s teacher in the books was the first to notice the 

child’s symptoms of dyslexia (American Psychiatric Association, 2013: 70-71). Furthermore, 

Altieri found that 35% of the children’s books she analyzed mentioned testing the child for 

literacy issues, and in this thesis three of the books described the testing process for dyslexia 

(2008b: 49). When the testing process was described in the picture books, the testing was 

described in a positive light as supported by Prater’s research about children books featuring 

characters with learning disorders (2003: 56). Barbiero et al.’s study with real children found that 

the prevalence of dyslexia is widely underestimated for Italian primary school children (2019: 9). 

Before they conducted their study, 1.3% of the children were diagnosed with dyslexia, but after 

three evaluation in their study, the prevalence of dyslexia rose to 3.5% (Barbiero et al., 2019: 8). 

In only half of the children’s picture books in this thesis, the children were tested for dyslexia, 

which could be related to the underdiagnoses of dyslexia in school-age children.     

 In prior research on the portrayal of characters with learning disorders including dyslexia 

in children’s books, the most common treatment for dyslexia was either out-of-school tutoring or 

placement in a special class (Altieri, 2008b: 49; Prater, 2003: 57). In this thesis only one child’s 
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parents hired a tutor, and that was before the child was diagnosed with dyslexia, which does not 

support the previous research results of tutoring being a common form of treatment. Another 

form of treatment for dyslexia was grade retention in that the child had to repeat the grade due to 

their poor academic performance, but none of the children in this thesis were held back a grade 

(Altieri, 2008a: 88; Prater, 2003: 57). Instead, half of the children in the books analyzed in this 

thesis were placed in a special class where the child participated in multisensory methods that 

helped with their reading and writing. Prior research on the portrayal of characters with dyslexia 

in children’s book found that when the multisensory methods were discussed, there was not 

much detail provided (Altieri, 2008b: 49). In the present study, it was dependent on the book 

such as in Charlie’s Challenge, skywriting is never explained even though it is mentioned 

several times throughout the book, but in Quite Quiet Hannah, the multisensory methods and 

their purpose are explained in more detail. In Judica et al.’s study with real children, they used a 

computerized reading treatment program with 10 Italian third-grade children (2017: 25). The 

reading treatment program improved the children’s reading, but none of the children’s picture 

books analyzed in this thesis mentioned using technology to improve the child’s reading (Judica 

et al., 2017: 32). Furthermore, Bull found that British parents used complementary and 

alternative medicine including special diets and homeopathy to treat their children’s dyslexia, but 

the only methods of treatment in the picture books included in this thesis were placement in a 

special classroom or meeting with a reading teacher outside of the classroom (2009: 227-229).  

 The elementary school children with dyslexia who are reading the pictures books 

analyzed in this thesis can relate to the child characters because dyslexia is the main focus of the 

books. From reading the picture books, the children with dyslexia may realize that their teachers 

and other adults at their school can help them with their reading or writing difficulties.  

 

Plot 

 My third research question concerned the plot of the six children’s picture books 

analyzed in this thesis. The plot of the books has generally remained the same over time by 

portraying the child with a difficulty in reading or writing and then the child receiving help, 

which improves their reading, writing, and self-esteem. However, the type of ending has 

changed. In the two books published in the 1990s, the child received help and appeared to be 

cured of their reading and writing problem, but this ending is unrealistic since there is no cure for 
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dyslexia. (Doherty-Hale, 1984: 336). The four books published after the 1990s depicted a more 

realistic ending and highlighted that dyslexia is a lifelong disorder. The six children’s picture 

books also included similar themes of acceptance and pretending over time.  

 From reading the picture books analyzed in this thesis that were published in the 2000s 

and later, children with dyslexia can understand that they will always have dyslexia, but they can 

receive help to improve their reading and writing. Furthermore, even though the children have 

dyslexia, their differences can be accepted by others.  

 

Characterization  

 In regards to my fourth research question and the portrayal of children with dyslexia, in 

the six children’s picture books analyzed in this thesis, the child characters with dyslexia or 

symptoms of dyslexia were portrayed as having strengths outside of the areas of reading and 

writing while their weaknesses were in reading, writing, and spelling. In prior research on the 

portrayal of characters with learning disorders in children’s books, the child characters with 

dyslexia had strengths in math, sports, and art (Prater, 2003: 54-55). However, there was a 

gender difference in the character’s strengths with boys being good at sports and girls being good 

at art, which was supported in this thesis (Altieri, 2008a: 86). Similar weaknesses in reading and 

spelling were supported as well, which is understandable since dyslexia impacts reading and 

writing (Altieri, 2008a: 86). However, prior research on the portrayal of characters with learning 

disabilities including dyslexia found that the child characters often had difficulty making friends 

(Altieri, 2008a: 86; Doherty-Hale, 1984: 337). In four of the books analyzed in this thesis, the 

character’s friends were mentioned, which shows that making friends is not a challenge for these 

children with dyslexia.  

 Furthermore, low self-esteem was a common theme in previous research, and male 

characters in children’s books with dyslexia often felt dumb for being unable to read or write 

(Altieri, 2006: 166). However, there was no gender difference found in the books analyzed in 

this thesis and both genders were prone to have a low self-esteem. In this thesis, it was apparent 

that the self-esteem of the character often improved in the story when the child received help, but 

only Prater recognized that the child’s self-esteem could improve when the child was diagnosed 

and received treatment, or they demonstrated their strengths in her research on the portrayal of 

characters with learning disorders in children’s books (2003: 56). Compared to real children with 
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dyslexia, Novita found that children with and without dyslexia had similar levels of self-esteem, 

but in a school setting, children with dyslexia had lower self-esteem (2016: 286). In the 

children’s picture books in this thesis, the child’s self-esteem often related to the child not being 

able to read compared to their classmates, which is an accurate portrayal when considering the 

real experiences of children with dyslexia. 

 When children with dyslexia are reading the picture books analyzed in this thesis, they 

can relate to the characters because they have similar weaknesses in reading, writing, and 

spelling, but they can become aware of their strengths in other areas. Also, even though the 

children with dyslexia may have low self-esteem because of their weaknesses, they are able to 

realize that their self-esteem can improve once they receive help with reading and writing.  

 

Relationships 

 Lastly, my fifth research question concerned the portrayal of the children’s relationships 

with others in the children’s picture books. In this thesis, the child’s relationships with their 

parents were portrayed in a positive or neutral way. However, in prior research on children’s 

books, parents were often portrayed negatively where family arguments would occur because of 

their child’s dyslexia, and parents were often unwilling to accept their child’s diagnosis, or they 

would refuse to have their child tested (Altieri, 2006: 166; Prater 2003: 56-57). Furthermore, in 

Yildiz et al.’s research with real Turkish children who have dyslexia, family members often 

displayed a negative attitude towards their children by insulting and scolding them (2012: 410). 

In this thesis, there were no family arguments or insults, and the parents were often portrayed as 

being supportive, and they often had their child tested, and then they accepted the diagnosis of 

dyslexia. The shift in portrayal of the child’s parents is perhaps so that when children with 

dyslexia read the children’s books featuring characters like them, the children can feel like they 

can be accepted by their own parents instead of possibly being rejected by them for having 

dyslexia.  

 In the books analyzed for this thesis, the child’s teachers were portrayed as being 

supportive, but in prior research on children’s books featuring main characters with dyslexia, 

only a few teachers were portrayed in a positive way, and teachers were often depicted as 

uncaring and ignorant (Altieri, 2008b: 51). Furthermore, in Yildiz et al.’s study with real children 

with dyslexia, the child’s teacher often had a negative attitude towards them and would not pay 
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attention to the child (2012: 408-410). In contrast, the teachers in the children’s picture books in 

this thesis were portrayed as supportive and would go out of their way to read books on how to 

help their student with their reading and writing problem, or they would contact the child’s 

parents to discuss testing for dyslexia and the best learning style for the child. Books featuring 

child characters with dyslexia can potentially influence the self-esteem of the children who read 

them and show teachers in a positive light as a result.  

 In this thesis, the picture books had a changing portrayal of the child’s relationships with 

their peers. In prior research on children’s books, the child characters often experienced bullying 

and were made fun of by their peers (Altieri, 2006: 167; Prater, 2003: 58). Additionally, Yildiz et 

al.’s study with real children who had dyslexia, the children were often excluded from games and 

made fun of by their peers (2012: 409, 411). Only characters in the pictures books included in 

this thesis that were published before 2005 experienced bullying. One possible explanation for 

the lack of bullying in later published books is that teachers may choose to read the books to 

their students in the classroom (Altieri, 2008b: 53). Teachers would want to show good examples 

of classmates that accept children who are different instead of bullying and excluding them.  

 From reading the picture books analyzed in this thesis, children with dyslexia can realize 

that even though they have dyslexia which makes them different from others, they can be 

accepted and supported by others including their parents, teachers, classmates, and friends.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The current thesis only focused on two picture books from each time period of the 1990s, 

2000s, and 2010s due to lack of available resources. The small number books is a limitation of 

this thesis because the books are a partial representation of all the pictures books featuring 

children with dyslexia. Furthermore, identifying and categorizing the themes within the books 

can be considered subjective because they are based on my interpretation of the books. In my 

thesis, the analysis was influenced by my research problem and questions, therefore, other 

researchers may analyze the children’s books differently. Lastly, in two books that were 

analyzed in this thesis, the child was not labeled as having dyslexia. Thank You, Mr. Falker by 

Patricia Polacco and Charlie’s Challenge by Ann Root and Linda Gladden were included in this 

thesis based on the child’s symptoms that appeared to be symptoms of dyslexia. Including these 

two books as a part of this thesis can be considered subjective. 
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  Future research can focus on analyzing more picture books from each time period as 

well as books that are currently only accessible in libraries. The larger sample of books will be 

able to expand the analysis of this thesis and possibly uncover new themes in the picture books. 

Furthermore, the research can focus on different aspects of the books including the portrayal of 

the characters in the illustrations and how this portrayal compares to their portrayal in the text. 

Additionally, some of the authors of the children’s picture books have dyslexia themselves, and 

future research can compare books written by authors with dyslexia and books written by authors 

without a diagnosis. In this thesis, the analysis only focused on realistic fiction children’s books, 

and future research can concentrate on other genres of books including fantasy and non-fiction. 

Future research can also focus on the portrayal of child characters with dyslexia in other forms of 

media including movies, television series, and advertisements, and compare the portrayal to that 

in children’s picture books.  

  



30 

 

References 

 

Altieri J L (2006) Children's contemporary realistic fiction portraying dyslexic characters: An 

examination of the issues confronted and the gender of the characters. Literacy Research and 

Instruction 45(3): 161-178.    

 

Altieri J L (2008a) Behavioral issues, self-esteem struggles, retention, and more: The portrayal of 

book characters with dyslexia. Reading Horizons 48(2): 81-94.    

 

Altieri J L (2008b) Fictional characters with dyslexia: What are we seeing in books? Teaching 

Exceptional Children 41(1): 48-57. 

 

American Psychiatric Association (1994) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders. 4th edn. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association. 

 

American Psychiatric Association (2013) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders. 5th edn. Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric Publishing. 

 

Barbiero C, Montico M, Lonciari I, Monasta L, Penge R, Vio C, et al. (2019) The lost children: 

The underdiagnosis of dyslexia in Italy. A cross-sectional national study. PLoS ONE 14(1): 1-12. 

 

Bobula J and Bobula K (2011) Quite Quiet Hannah: The world's greatest artist: Dyslexia. 

Ottawa, Canada: Wildberry Productions.  

 

Bryman A (2012) Social Research Methods 4th edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

 

Bull L (2009) Survey of complementary and alternative therapies used by children with specific 

learning difficulties (dyslexia). International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders 

44(2): 224-235. 

 

Doherty-Hale D (1984) Children's literature for the learning disabled. Learning Disability 

Quarterly 7(4): 336-342. 

 

Judica A, De Luca M, Angelelli P, Spinelli D and Zoccolotti P (2017) Early reading treatment in 

children with developmental dyslexia improves both reading and spelling. BPA - Applied 

Psychology Bulletin (Bollettino di Psicologia Applicata) 65(279): 22-35. 

 

Moore-Mallinos J (2007) It’s Called Dyslexia. United States: Barron’s Educational Series, Inc. 

 

Novita S (2016) Secondary symptoms of dyslexia: A comparison of self-esteem and anxiety 

profiles of children with and without dyslexia. European Journal of Special Needs Education 

31(2): 279-288. 

 

Polacco P (1998) Thank You, Mr. Falker. New York, United States: Philomel Books. 

 



31 

 

Prater M A (2003) Learning disabilities in children's and adolescent literature: How are 

characters portrayed? Learning Disability Quarterly 26(1): 47-62.  

 

Robb D B (2004) The Alphabet War: A story about dyslexia. Morton Grove, United States: 

Albert Whitman & Company.  

 

Root A and Gladden L (1995) Charlie’s Challenge. United States: Linda Gladden and Ann Root.  

 

Russell P (2018) My Storee: Just because you can't spell doesn't mean you can't write! 

Chatswood, Australia: EK Books.  

 

Yildiz M, Yildirim K, Ates S and Rasinski T (2012) Perceptions of Turkish parents with children 

identified as dyslexic about the problems that they and their children experience. Reading 

Psychology 33(5): 399-422. 

 

  



32 

 

Appendix 1 

Picture Books Published in the 1990s Featuring Main Characters with Dyslexia 

Boy Main Character Girl Main Character 

Gehret J (1990) Learning Disabilities and the 

Don't Give-Up Kid. Fairport, United States: 

Verbal Images Press. 

Polacco P (1998) Thank You, Mr. Falker. 

New York, United States: Philomel Books.* 

Lester T (1999) Welcome to Dyslexic Park. 

United States: Poppy Lane Publishing 

Company. 

 

Root A and Gladden L (1995) Charlie’s 

Challenge. United States: Linda Gladden 

and Ann Root. 

 

 

Picture Books Published in the 2000s Featuring Main Characters with Dyslexia 

Boy Main Character Girl Main Character 

Gaynor K (2008) Tom's Special Talent. 

Dublin, Ireland: Special Stories Publishing.  

Ball-Dannenberg S and Dannenberg D (2009) 

I Have Dyslexia. What Does That Mean? 

United States: BookSurge Publishing.  

Moynihan L E (2002) Taking Dyslexia to 

School. United States: Jayjo Books.  

Hodge D (2007) Lily and the Mixed-up 

Letters. Toronto, Canada: Tundra Books.  

Robb D B (2004). The Alphabet War: A 

story about dyslexia. Morton Grove, United 

States: Albert Whitman & Company.  

Moore-Mallinos J (2007) It’s Called 

Dyslexia. United States: Barron’s 

Educational Series, Inc. 

 

Picture Books Published in the 2010s Featuring Main Characters with Dyslexia 

Boy Main Character Girl Main Character 

Forgan J (2015) Terrific Teddy and the b-d 

Mix-Up. United States: Advocacy Consultants 

Press. 

Bobula J and Bobula K (2011) Quite Quiet 

Hannah: The world's greatest artist: 

Dyslexia. Ottawa, Canada: Wildberry 

Productions.  

Russell P (2018) My Storee: Just because 

you can't spell doesn't mean you can't write! 

Chatswood, Australia: EK Books.  

Montgomery B (2017) The Back to Front 

World of Azzie Artbuckle. Lancaster, United 

Kingdom: Explainer HQ.  

 Polacco P (2010) Junkyard Wonders. United 

States: Penguin Putnam Inc.  

 Polacco P (2012) The Art of Miss Chew. New 

York, United States: Penguin Putnam Inc. 

*The bolded books were the ones chosen to be analyzed in this thesis.  


