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Stories Are Not Frills:

Literature about Asia in the

Elementary Classroom

by Mary Hammond Bernson

lementary teachers often ask our

resource center for advice in choosing

books about Asia. They know that

their decisions about book purchases
have a potentially lifelong impact on
students’ attitudes, for as Katherine Paterson
so aptly points out in The Spying Heart,
“stories are not frills in the curriculum of
life.” Paterson is an author with a rare gift
for creating compelling children’s fiction,
including five books about China and Japan,
and is deeply aware of the profound power
of stories. For many children, their first
window on Asia comes from storybooks.
Those books can entice, delight, inspire
further study, and offer glimpses of worlds
previously unknown. They can foster open-
mindedness and an awareness of the exis-
tence of other ways of thinking and leading
one’s life. They can help a child understand
that a classmate came from a place which
was more than just the site of a war.

Since both pedagogical innovations and
inadequate school budgets have contributed
to a decrease in the use of elementary school
textbooks, teachers also must consider the
historical accuracy of the books they
choose. Innovations such as a “whole lan-
guage” approach to reading, new methods of
assessing student learning, the encourage-
ment of diverse and multicultural perspec-
tives, the application of theories of multiple
intelligences, and the integration of teaching
across the curriculum often mean that a
student in the primary grades hears a folk
tale from another country, does an art activi-
ty based on that culture, uses the metric
system in the art project, finds out a bit
about the flora and fauna now living there,
and writes a letter to a pretend pen-pal. This
kind of integration across the curriculum
is the opposite of closing a reading text
at the stroke of 10:00 and opening up a
totally unrelated social studies text.
Integration puts a teacher’s choices
of fiction at the crossroads of the whole
curriculum.

Imbedded in this curriculum is the basic
fact that elementary teachers are teaching

citizenship. While scholars may ponder
questions about the development of civil
society in Asia, elementary teachers wrestle
with citizenship issues, including the rela-
tionship of the individual to the group, every
single day. A school district such as the one
in which my children are enrolled teaches
citizenship to children who speak 212 differ-
ent languages and dialects. A book choice
can send the message that “those kids”” come
from a weird place, or that those kids have a
heritage about which we should know more.
Books can stimulate empathy, compassion,
and a search for solutions to problems we all
face. They can teach us that contacts with
others generate both conflict and coopera-
tion. Books provide a safe place to explore
life’s troubling issues.

The illustrations make potent contributions
to a book’s spell. Anyone who is sensitive to
the exquisite interplay of word and picture
in some Asian art forms, as well as anyone
whose clearest memory of 4th grade is a
travel poster near the window, can appreci-
ate the power of pictures. Sometimes those
pictures are nothing but clichés—coolie hats
and kimono, often wrapped right over left.
Yet the best illustrations can offer a visual
record of another place or time, introduce an
Asian art style, or simply reinforce the
power of the story.

Teachers choose from an avalanche of lit-
erature, including pre-packaged multicultur-
al or world region collections, some of them
including 60-year-old classics. Wonderful
books about Asia do exist, including some
of the 60-year-old classics, yet there are vast
topics for which no suitable books can be
found. A teacher must wade through these
options, picking out the best, and then com-
pensate for the near-total lack of good sto-
ries about people living in contemporary
Asia by using other materials.

Many sources of book recommendations
are readily available, including rosters
of winners of prestigious awards and the list
of “Notable Children’s Trade Books™ pro-
duced annually since 1972 by the National
Council for the Social Studies and the

©1993, illustration by Allen Say from Grandfather’s
Journey, published by Houghton Mifflin.

Children’s Book Council. Reflecting the
trend toward using fiction to teach or rein-
force content once reserved for the social
studies, the list now includes annotations
about the social studies themes to which
each book most closely pertains. The com-
mittee evaluates over 200 books per year,
weeding out those not meeting high stan-
dards for quality and accuracy in both text
and illustrations.

Here is a list of questions I find useful
when searching for the best books:

1. Is the book compelling? Adults expect
books to have literary qualities, or to be a
“good read,” and children deserve those
qualities, too.

2. Is the book a folk tale, a retelling of a
folk tale, “an original tale set in the ancient
Orient,” or something else altogether? You
may want to use any of these, and find sup-
plementary materials to reinforce the mes-
sage that those whose stories took place long
ago and far away have descendants about
whom we should learn.
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literature, out of print but worth finding in a
library.

Say, Allen. Grandfather’s Journey.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1993. In pictures
and prose, reflections on the emigration of
the author’s grandfather from Japan to the U.
S., and then his return to Japan.

The Seventh Sister. Retold by Cindy
Chang. Illustrated by Charles Reasoner.
Troll Associates, 1994. A Chinese version of
the tale of the cowherd and the weaving
maiden, particularly useful when paired with
versions from other countries.

Shea, Pegi Deitz. The Whispering Cloth.
[Mlustrated by Anita Riggio. Honesdale, PA:
Boyds Mills Press, 1995. A Hmong refugee
girl in Thailand comes to the U. S. in a story
illustrated with drawings and photographs of
her story cloth.

Social Education, “1996 Notable
Children’s Trade Books,” special supple-
ment to volume 60, number 4 (April/May
1996). Updated annually, an annotated bibli-

ography keyed to social studies themes.

A Song of Stars. Retold by Tom Birdseye.
Illustrated by Ju-Hong Chen. New York:
Holiday House, 1990. Another Chinese ver-
sion of the herdsman and weaving maiden
story.

Stanford Program on International and
Cross-Cultural Education. Cooperation in
Japan. Stanford: Stanford Institute for
International Studies, n.d. A teaching unit
which demonstrates how fiction, in this case
a Japanese children’s story, can be used to
teach an important concept about a country.

Stanford Program on International and
Cross-Cultural Education. Rabbit in the
Moon: Folktales from China and Japan.
Stanford: Stanford Institute for International
Studies, n.d. Folk tales and guidance for the
teacher concerning ways to use them to
deepen students’ understanding.

Staples, Suzanne F. Shabanu: Daughter
of the Wind. New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1989. A novel exploring the options avail-

able to the second daughter of a family in
Pakistan.

Sun & Moon: Fairy Tales From Korea.
Retold by Kathleen Seros. Illustrated by
Norman Sibley and Robert Krause.
Elizabeth, NJ: Hollym International, 1993.
Seven fairy tales from Korea with bright
folk-art inspired illustrations.

Thai Tales: Folktales of Thailand. Retold
by Supaporn Vathanaprida. Edited by
Margaret Read MacDonald. Englewood,
CO: Libraries Unlimited, 1994. Many folk
tales organized in categories and supported
by extensive background notes, but no illus-
trations.

The Woodcutter and the Heavenly
Maiden/The Firedogs. Retold by Duance
Vorhees and Mark Mueller. Illustrated by
Pak-Mi-son. Elizabeth, NJ: Hollym
International, 1990. Two Korean folk tales
paired in a bilingual edition. m

Kamishibai, Japanese Storytelling
The Return of An Imaginative Art

by Elaine Vukov

any older Japanese have pleasant

memories of the neighborhood

storyteller whose tales of adven-

ture and noble deeds brightened
the lives of children everywhere in Japan.
American children can now enjoy this imag-
inative activity. Kamishibai (paper drama) is
a traditional form of Japanese storytelling
that uses large color pictures to accompany
a dramatic narration. This type of story-
telling is enjoying a renaissance in Japan
and has recently become available in
English for use in schools and at home. The
narratives are written in both Japanese (hira-
gana) and English.

Each kamishibai story consists of twelve
to sixteen beautifully colored cardboard
illustrations, a teacher’s guide, and instruc-
tions on how to use the story boards. The
boards measure 10 1/2” x 157, allowing
even a large group of children gathered
around a teacher or parent to easily see the
pictures. The teacher’s guides are particular-

ly helpful, giving a story
summary, themes, ideas
for initial activities, dis-
cussion questions, the
cultural background to
each story and follow-up
activities. Each story is
illustrated by a different
artist. Although machine
printed on cardboard,
the illustrations look like
bold watercolors, wood-
block prints, or even
brush and ink paintings.

The twenty-three sto-

ries currently available

include an excellent sampling of ancient and
contemporary tales appropriate for children
two years old and up. For the youngest audi-
ence, there are stories such as Nya-on the
Kitten, a story of a Kkitten so fascinated by
the moon she tries to catch it. Tadpole
Number 101 is a contemporary kamishibai

A kamishibai man telling stories in
postwar Japan.
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