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INTERCULTURAL DIALOGUE-DRIVEN CHANGE IN PRIMARY 
TEACHER EDUCATION: 

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE 
 
 

Rosita Maglie and Annarita Taronna1 
 
 

Abstract: Based on our experience of teaching English to undergraduate students in 
Primary Education at the University of Bari, this paper aims to explore PPETs’ 
understanding of the use of such authentic material as fiction, non-fiction, folktales, fairy 
tales which can lead teachers in general to deconstruct most of the stereotypes on major vs 
minor ethnic groups, white vs black people(s) that have frequently been passed down from 
generation to generation as a result of ignorance and misunderstanding. Specifically, we 
propose a wider range of options based on the importance of using literature in the 
classroom – that portrays a variety of cultures, themes and views – as one of the most 
powerful didactic strategies to shape good practices in teaching English for primary school 
children. 
 
1. Introduction 
 

Since interculturality is still quite a novelty in the field of foreign language 
teaching, it is easy to understand that so far there are more theoretical discussions 
than practical suggestions. In order to fill this gap between intercultural theory and 
practice, the objective of this study is to provide a teaching instrument to put into 
practice the theoretical definition(s) of interculturality and intercultural competence 
as presented so far without losing sight of the language teaching curriculum. 
Indeed, training PPETs in cultural diversity can play a leading role in today’s 
society as it may well be an important step towards reaching two main educational 
goals: a) assisting children as they develop into productive citizens in a pluralistic 
society, and b) educating them about other ethnic groups, helping bridge 
differences and create an atmosphere for more positive interactions among 
individuals.  

With this in mind, the research attempt here is to demonstrate that what we 
need in prospective teacher education are not better generic strategies for “teaching 
multicultural education” or “teaching for diversity”, but rather productive ways of 
constructing progressive, holistic and engaged pedagogy, as suggested by hooks 
(1994: 15). Specifically, she promotes a notion of praxis as a combination of 
reflection and action which requires teachers to be aware of themselves as 
practitioners and as human beings if they wish to teach pupils in a nonthreatening, 
anti-discriminatory way. Thus, the goal of any teacher should be to develop self-

                                                           
1 Department of Education, Psychology and Communication, Universityof Bari, Italy. 
Paragraphs 1, 2 and 3 are written by Taronna. Paragraphs 4-5 and concluding remarks are 
written by Maglie.  
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actualisation and intercultural competence through the “decolonisation of ways of 
knowing” (hooks 2003: 3) and systematic self-critical inquiry. Shifting from theory 
to practice, this paper has a fundamental research aim: to train PPETsto develop 
intercultural competence through multiethnic children’s literature. Such authentic 
material can lead teachers in general to deconstruct most of the stereotypes of 
major vs. minor ethnic groups, religions and gender identities, white vs. black 
people(s), that have frequently been passed down from generation to generation as 
a result of ignorance and misunderstanding. Of course, introducing such literature 
to pupils requires background information prior to the reading of the text, as we 
have attempted to demonstrate in the next paragraphs related to the discussion of 
specific teaching strategies.Specifically, we use ‘historical’biographies to help 
PPETs learn that individuality can be a source of a community’s strength and can 
be taught and shared at schools with their pupils, hoping the books chosen will 
inspire both teachers and children to be themselves and make a difference. To this 
end, we propose specific children’s books about race issues, religious diversity and 
gender diversity as key-examples of the way multiethnic literature can be 
incorporated in primary classrooms to develop reflective cultural, national, and 
global identifications, that is to sayintercultural competence, by which pupils as 
well as teachers can acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed to function 
within and across diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, language, and religious groups. 
 
2. Developing intercultural competence 
 

This study is based on our long experience of teaching English to Prospective 
Primary English teachers (PPETs) which has served as both the context and the content 
of our courses for shaping but also being shaped by theories, policy analysis and 
studies of practice circulating in the field. In particular, we have deliberately 
chosen to specialize in the field of cultural diversity for two main reasons: on the 
one hand, because the topics of culture and diversity denote contrasts, variations, or 
divergences from mainstream or majority culture; on the other hand, because 
cultural diversity in Italy as well as in many other countries is not only changing 
the composition of the national population, but is also enriching the character of 
life turning, for example, the classroom from a mere educational setting into a 
polychromatic place that can be considered a microcosm of society.  

Crucially, in Italy and in other countries increasing societal metamorphosis 
means that children now interact with different cultures, languages, faiths and 
traditions on a regular basis. All the more so due to the Libyan conflict of 2011 
which is an additional factor turning Italy from a land of emigration to a land of 
immigration. Reading books such as La ricerca per una scuola che cambia (2007), 
Processi educative nelle società multiculturali (2007) and L’educazione al tempo 
dell’intercultura (2008), we find fresh evidence of the wide and articulated 
panorama of the current Italian situation concerning ethnographic education2. 

                                                           
2 Ethnographic education is a branch which has been pioneered in Italy by Francesca 
Gobbo, also the editor of the books cited above in the body of the text. 



109 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
1,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

4 
   

   

Amongst other issues, this change has brought to the surface the need to consider 
education not in terms of ‘integration’ (as this label implies a single model to be 
achieved and complied with) but more as “a flowing process where intercultural 
approacheshave revealed the issue of intracultural differences as well” (Giorgis 
2011: 127) since present day immigrants come from different sides of the 
Mediterranean Sea.However, also keeping an eye on European and international 
contexts, we realize that the phenomenon of immigration has already become 
structural to all societies, and that pondering education should imply “a 
reconsideration of the relations, the rights and the opportunities for societies” 
(Giorgis 2011: 127) and for each of their members because only thanks to a 
conscious and constant reformulation and reworking is everybody able to move, 
improve and empower the individual and collective horizon of education and 
culture (Giorgis 2011: 128).  

This new world landscape of diversity calls for an urgent emphasis on 
intercultural competence3that should be addressed in the actual education of both 
teachers and children.The development of intercultural education has now been 
going on for over two decades, since its principles and aims were firmly embedded 
in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Learning, 
Teaching, Assessment4 (Council of Europe 2001), being summarised as follows  
 

In an intercultural approach, it is central objective of language learning to 
promote the favourable development of the learner’s whole personality and 
sense of identity in response to the enriching experience of otherness in 
language and culture (2011: 1) 

 
According to this document, intercultural communicative competence is 

conceived of as a set of knowledge, skills and attitudes. With reference to Byram’s 
work (2008), this can be condensed into a list of five aspects as follows: (a) 
knowing the self and the other; (b) knowing how to relate and interpret meaning; 

                                                           
3 In its broadest context, pedagogical intercultural competence is the ability to effectively 
teach cross-culturally. It is not a new idea. It has been called “ethnic sensitive practice” 
(Devore & Schlesinger 1981), “cross-cultural awareness practice” and “ethnic competence” 
(Green 1981), and “ethnic minority practice” (Lum 1986) by intercultural mediators. It has 
been referred to as “intercultural communication” (Hoopes 1972) by those working in 
international relations and as “cross-cultural counselling” and “multicultural counselling” 
(Ponterotto, Suzuki and Alexander 1995) in the field of counselling psychology. In 
education, early efforts at preparing for intercultural competence were labelled “ethnic 
studies” and then “multiethnic education” (Banks and Banks 2004). Other early terms 
included “education of the culturally different” and “education for cultural pluralism” 
(Gibson 1976). Today, “cultural diversity” (Marshall 2002), “culturally responsive 
teaching” (Gay 2010), “cultural proficiency” (Lindsay, NuriRobins and Terrell 2009) and 
“multicultural education” are most frequently used (Banks and Banks 2004) as umbrella 
terms for approaches and strategies underpinning culturally competent teaching. 
4This guide contains some detailed proposals on how intercultural language education 
should be inserted into European language programmes. 
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(c) developing critical awareness; (d) knowing how to discover cultural 
information; and (e) knowing how to relativize oneself and value the attitudes and 
beliefs of others. 

In a general communicative language curriculum, cultural competence has 
traditionally been viewed as knowledge about the “life and institutions” of the target 
culture. Intercultural learners thus use language to explore their own and other 
different cultures; to search for meaning communicated via spoken, written or 
nonverbal communication, in a variety of manners, genres and contexts; to mediate 
in those situations where cultural misconceptions may occur; to consider 
alternative ways of being and acting; and to foster empathy, open-mindedness, 
genuine curiosity towards and respect for others. The intercultural classroom, at its 
best, can become “a safe space for engagement with differences in belief and 
ideology, not so that some false consensus can be imposed, but in order to promote 
genuine understanding and respect” (Corbett 2010: 5). 

In the vision introduced for the first time in the present essay, intercultural 
teaching /learning of the second/foreign language implies that English can be learnt 
not only through British and American cultures but also through the immigrant 
children's cultures. Learners therefore become “intercultural diplomats” (Corbett 
2003: 208), negotiating between the contrasting worldviews of their home and 
target cultures. The general idea of this cross-cultural communicative competence 
is that the learner is guided to develop strategies for bridging gaps between his/her 
(imperfect both for Italian children and immigrant ones) use of the foreign 
language and culture, and the home and immigrants' cultural heritage (since Italian 
and immigrant children have scant knowledge of either one or the other). On the 
other hand, the concept behind this intercultural behavioural competence is also 
that the learner should improve his/her capacity to communicate and integrate, 
show empathy, patience and tolerance as they come into contact with a new 
culture, not only one as potentially dominating as Anglophone culture – that is an 
inescapable fact of contemporary life – but mainly culture(s) with minority status. 

 
3. Crossing the color line: educating PPETs on race issues 

 
Although the proliferation of labels used to define pedagogical intercultural 

competence reflects the wide variety of the theoretical perspectives and approaches 
developed on the topic across the world, it is also generally true that common steps, 
skills and strategies can be detected. Indeed, drawing on our experience as teachers 
of ESL (English as Second Language) for PPETs, several generalisations can be 
made and some common approaches can be suggested: 

- Discover and clarify the pupils’ own cultural view points: begin by 
ascertaining their own beliefs, values and practices. To appreciate other cultures, 
they must be clear about their own; 

- Learn to be more culturally competent: examine the cultures represented 
in the community where they live. See what cultural groups there are which they 
know very little about or that they would like to learn more about; 
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- Examine the stereotypes about other groups that they have in the 
classroom or that they have encountered: help them do a self-inventory to find out 
what they know about any stereotypes associated with those groups; 

- Read about people from other cultures and languages they are supposed 
to meet, work with or teach about; 

- Consider the importance that this content can have when planning and 
designing their future classroom experience. 

In order to achieve such educational goals, on the one hand the theoretical 
rationale for this study is to use multiethnic children’s literature to help PPETs 
develop and expand intercultural understandingsand exchanges by depicting 
individual characters and their stories that echo the cultural heritage of a translocal 
community and by exploring the effects of racism and prejudice in the lives of 
ordinary individuals. On the other hand, the practical rationale here is highly 
experiential since it emerges from the lack of awareness that many white pre and 
in-service teachers have regarding their own “whiteness”, the privileges their skin 
colour has granted them, the power of racism and the way that it can operate in 
educational settings. Indeed, too many in the profession appear to be not only 
colour blind but also “colour deaf” and “colour mute” when it comes to discussions 
of race and ethnicity that may even cause discomfort, guilt, anger and denial.  

With this in mind, three specific stories have been selected as key-examples 
for designing lesson plan sessions which could help PPETs experience how 
literature can be used and taught as a catalyst for social action in crossing the 
colour line and building bridges among countries: If a bus could talk. The story of 
Rosa Parks by Faith Rinngold; Only passing through. The story of Sojourner Truth 
by Anne Rockwell; Peaceful Protest.The Life of Nelson Mandela5 by Yona Zeldis 
McDonough. As we can infer from the titles, as well as from the book covers (see 
paragraphs 2, 3, 4), the three stories share the topic of the civil rights related to two 
specific geographical contexts: the African-American Civil Rights Movement in 
the US (1896-1954) and the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa (1960-1993). 
At this point, we must briefly engage in ethnic studies, slave narratives and non-
violent fight for equality to destabilise the conventional meanings and inscriptions 
that the superordinate cultures, the Euro/Anglo/North American cultures, have 
traditionally attributed to the concepts of race, racism and racial prejudice. In 
particular, we need to draw here on DuBois’s concept of the colour line6and the 

                                                           
5At the time of concluding this article (5 December 2013), it is with the deep estregret that 
we have learned of the passing of Nelson Mandela following a lungillness. We want to 
express our sadness at this time. No words can adequately describe the enormous loss to the 
world. 
6Although this proposition gains prominence in the forethought of the Souls of Black Folk 
(1903), DuBoishad already introduced the concept of the color line-as follows below – in 
his “Address to the Nations of the World” on behalf of the first Pan-African Congress: “the 
problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line, the question of how far 
differences of race-which show themselves chiefly in the color of skin and the texture of the 
hair-will here after be made the basis of denying to over half the world the right of sharing to 
their utmost stability the opportunities and privileges of modern civilization” (1900a: 125). 
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role he assigned it in African and human history (Butler, 2000; Fontenot, 2001; 
Juguo, 2001; Rabaka, 2001). The colour line is established when Europe 
problematizes the existence, meaning, colour, worth, and status of the peoples of 
colour by constructing a bio-social identity called race (Gordon, 2000a) which 
became in the world’s thought a designation of devaluation, degradation and 
domination. The system of social practice which is organized around this concept 
of race on the national and international level is racism. It is important here to 
distinguish racial prejudice and racism:the former is an attitude of hostility and 
hatred toward persons and peoples based on negative assumptions about biology 
and culture; the latter is the imposition of such attitude as social policy and social 
practice. In other words, racism is a system of denial, deformation and destruction 
of a people’s history, humanity and right to freedom based exclusively or primarily 
on the specious concept of race” (Ibid., 305). 

The revolutionary aspect of Du Bois’ thought also lies in his conception of 
Africa asthe place of origin of the basic culture of African Americans in the larger 
sense of the descendants of Africa who are “spread though the Americas and now 
writhing desperately for freedom and a place in the world.” It is these Africans in 
the diaspora who with their brothers and sisters on the African continent, must 
imagine and pose a new paradigm of human freedom rising up in resistance, wage 
fierce and heroic struggles for liberation and higher levels of human life. This is 
precisely the kind of social action endorsed by the protagonists of the three stories, 
that is Rosa Parks, Sojourner Truth and Nelson Mandela, who represent what Du 
Bois advocated as a new paradigm of struggle to expand the realm of human 
flourishing in the world, and through this, to pose and bring forth the best of what it 
means to be African and human in the fullest and most promising sense.In this 
light, it can be useful to retrace a brief profile for each of the selected historical 
biography in order to detect some of their common features: Sojourner Truth was a 
prominent abolitionist and women's rights activist. Born a slave in New York State, 
she had at least three of her children sold away from her. After escaping slavery, 
Truth embraced evangelical religion and became involved in moral reform and 
abolitionist work. She collected supplies for black regiments during the Civil War 
and immersed herself in advocating for freedpeople during the Reconstruction 
period. Truth was a powerful and impassioned speaker whose legacy of feminism 
and racial equality still resonates today. Similarly, Rosa Parks is best known for her 
refusal to give up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery, Alabama bus in 1955. 
Her action galvanized the growing Civil Rights Movement and led to the 
successful Montgomery bus boycott. But even before her defiant act and the 
resulting boycott, Ms. Parks was dedicated to racial justice and equality. She 
remained a source of inspiration and, most importantly, an activist for the 
remainder of her life. Finally, Nelson Mandela was born in 1918. He became 
President of South Africa in 1994 and retired in 1999. He was in prison from 1962 
to 1990 for trying to overthrow the pro-apartheid government. After he left prison, 
he worked to achieve human rights and a better future for everyone in South 
Africa. He never wavered in his devotion to democracy, equality and learning. 
Despite terrible provocation, he never answered racism with racism.  
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In the light of these premises and motivations, the English teacher educator 
can give a brief introduction to the history of South Africa, the African diaspora 
and the settlement of African-American communities in the US in order to prepare 
PPETs to read/listen/translate/retell/discuss the suggested stories. They can work in 
small groups to examine the main events concerning the South-African and African 
communities under discussion through the support of a world map. They are also 
invited to use Google to search for additional background information such as 
recent surveys which indicate, for example, that South Africa’s multi-ethnic society 
is reflected in the constitution’s recognition of 11 official languages which is 
among the highest number of any country in the world, or that there are 
approximately 36 million African Americans in the US, representing 12.3 percent 
of the total population. On this background, PPETs will be able to a) learn some 
relevant stages of the history of the South Africa and the US with a crucial focus on 
the system of racial segregation in both countries; b) make comparisons between 
past immigration flows to the US and the current ones to Italy mainly from the 
North African coast; c) detect/learn/teach cultural references attributed to the ethnic 
communities under discussion; d) become more familiar with the biographies and 
stories of Rosa Parks, Sojourner Truth, Nelson Mandela and with the collective 
value of their protest; e) experience a recreation of some of the feelings, challenges 
and decisions facing people in this country as they lived in a system of legalized 
segregation and discrimination. Furthermore, some crucial language objective can 
also be achieved since PPETs will be able to a) understand the hegemonic role that 
English as the colonizer’s language has played in South Africa and its co-existence 
with the other official languages; b) recognise African-American not just as a 
vernacular variety of the English language but as a language of its own; c) teach 
multicultural varieties of the English language through the use of children’s 
multiethnic texts as those discussed here.  

The English teacher educator can also propose a set of engaging teaching 
strategies which PPETs can develop with their future Primary School students after 
reading out the three stories. For example, by showing and sharing the title pages 
and front covers of the books, s/he asks PPETs to identify the setting of the story 
and the different characters portrayed by race, age and what they are doing;to make 
predictions about the story; to make a graph of their physical diversity choosing 
categories such as light skin, dark, skin, tall, short, curly hair, straight hair; to think 
about their countries, towns or homes and say if they have ever set any kind of 
racial prejudice between people(s). 

The set of strategies suggested so far are based on teaching students that 
freedom is a cross-cultural value that is often taken for granted to such an extent 
that people think about it or erect it as a value only when their freedom is 
endangered. As a class, the Primary English teacherdiscusseswhatittakes to be a 
free person and givesexamples of the dos and don’ts of freedom. Students can 
thendraw a picture of themselves and theirdailygestures of freedom (i.e. freedom of 
speech, ofmovement, of choice, etc.). The students’ assignments can be made into 
a book or a class display. 
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4. Education for All: Promoting Interfaith Dialogue through Children’s 
Literature 

 
Intercultural children’s fiction in the EFL classroom has become a focus in 

recent years since learners have become more diverse. This new educational 
landscape of diversity has thus called for a urgent emphasis on intercultural 
awareness and competence that should be addressed in actual child education. 
Children who come from different parts of the world should have access to an 
appropriate literature and an environment that acknowledges and celebrates 
diversity in the classroom. The perpetuation of white Christian culture in the 
classroom will impede children of colour or of other(ed) religions to identify with 
characters, induce them to feel like they were out of place, had nothing to read and 
relate to. When children cannot find themselves or their lives reflected in the 
classroom literature, they are less engaged and interested in the learning process.  

In this paper we intend to launch a interfaith dialogue-driven change project 
for the elementary grades which uses carefully chosen stories from and about the 
various religions to help students get some sense of what these traditions are all 
about — to see them from the inside, stimulate appreciation of diversity in the 
classroom and to build an understanding of and respect for people from different 
cultures and religions. However, PPETs who wish to offer dialogue-driven change 
perspectives, promote change through education, and to act as bridges between 
different religions and realities, require ad-hoc training and more thoughtful 
curriculum planning in order to stimulate pupils to be social agents who rethink 
diversity and hope to convert that difference from a barrier to communication into 
a source of mutual enrichment and understanding. Although teaching about 
religion(s) is not a new subject in the curriculum, the project here proposes a 
“dialogue didactics” (Leirvik 2011) which conceives a new collaboration among 
scholars of religion, educators, members of the faith communities, and ESL 
scholars, educators and teachers to teach world history and English in 
multidisciplinary, skill-based courses at the appropriate grade levels. In so doing 
the ESL lesson about religions involves other subject matters such as civics, as 
teaching about religion clarifies the ideals on which people base their systems of 
governance; geography and cultural studies, as learning how people all over the 
world have articulated their beliefs improves understanding of common values and 
alternative ways of meeting needs and solving problems, and history as the study of 
religious tolerance and intolerance in history –validation and acceptance of those 
unlike ourselves or rejection and – demonization brings to the surface the most 
vital elements of civil society, beyond sterile descriptions of administration and 
laws (Douglass, 2000). 

Moreover, knowing about the beliefs and practices of people who share this 
world with us is vital to the future (Douglass, 2000).In Italy, where people of many 
nations, faiths, and ethnicities live together, all of us as citizens have the 
responsibility to learn about one another so that we can unite in positive social 
conduct and accept civic education as a way to reinforce the practice of equity and 
religious freedom enshrined in the Italian Constitution. But again these principles 
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are hollow if we do not know one another. More broadly, learning about the 
history, cultures, and belief and value systems of peoples who follow and practice a 
religion different from ours, engenders respect and understanding. Going beyond 
wary, silent tolerance, the guidelines and mandates in current state and national 
standards should allow parents to send children into classrooms where they learn 
about their own faiths and those of their classmate sitting at the next desk, the 
neighbour, the future colleague, or the world at large, in an academically and 
constitutionally sound framework. To become dialogue-driven change activists, 
PPETs thus should learn personally both to appreciate cultural/religious 
differences, and to understand that all people share common values. We propose a 
viable practice in teaching English as a foreign language about/through religions 
which presents religious figures objectively and authentically in the context of the 
sacred narratives told through the ages. Using accurate terminology from within 
each faith, we try to enter “the realm of the between” (Buber 2002: 243), the 
“Third Space” (Bhabha 2004: 56), i.e. the classroom considered as a possible arena 
for interreligious dialogue and change. In particular, Buber’s characterization of the 
realm between, as well as Bhabha’s notion of Third Space add invaluable insight to 
the understanding of intercultural/interreligious interaction in “dialogue didactics”: 
 

It is the ‘inter’ – the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the in-
between space – that carries the burden of the meaning of the culture…by 
exploring this Third Space, we may elude the politics of polarity and emerge 
as the others of ourselves (Bhabha 2004: 56). 

 
The class thus becomes a common ground (Haynes & Thomas 2001) which 

exposes studentsto a diversity of religious views, but it does not impose any 
particular view, educates about all religions, but it does not promote or denigrate 
religion, informs students about various beliefs but it does not seek to conform 
students to any particular belief (Haynes & Thomas 2000:75–76). 
 

4.1. Developing teaching methods for educating PPETs on religious 
issues 

We propose a picture book Little Monk’s Buddha which is made up of 
eleven stories of Buddha’s births in animal form. These pleasant stories – which 
are simple and easy to understand – revolve around the importance of compassion 
and kindness, not only typical qualities of this religion but also civic values which 
can be applied to everyone and to any society. The other two picture books are 
about MaaSaraswati and MaaLaxmi, two Hindu goddesses. We decided to insert 
two female figures to give voice and space to a minority women’s religious 
representation and focus on their valuable contribution to religion. We introduce 
MaaSaraswati to investigate the role of symbolism in Hinduismand to 
investigatemulticultural varieties of the English language and literature in the 
classroom, and MaaLaxmi to analyze what role the Hindu goddesses play for 
Hindu womenand their ideas about equality between men and women, and tobetter 
understand the roots of today’s Hindu women’s subjection to men. 
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Through such teaching strategy based on these stories PPETs will be able to 
a) learn some relevant aspects of Buddhism and Hinduism with a crucial focus on 
English for Religious Purposes; b) make comparisons between the two faiths and 
Christianity; c) detect/learn/teach the interconnections between religion(s) and 
gender attributed to the communities under discussion.  

To achieve a) PPETs are invited to use Google to search for basic 
information on Buddhism and Hinduism reading the section Times topics of the 
free on-line version of New York Times, which include news about both religions, 
commentary and archival articles, or to visit the BBC site where they can read 
about / translate / compare / contrast the religions under study. Then, PPETs are 
asked to read the texts by focusing on the variety of language (i.e. English for 
religious purposes), in general and on cultures/religious specific words and on code 
mixed phrases. PPETs can be also invited to consult glossaries on Buddhist and 
Hindu terms on the web to do an intralingual (English-English) and interlingual 
(English-Italian) translation of some passages taken from the stories. In such a task 
PPETs will test personally the best practice related to the inclusion of translation 
activities in their classroom.  

PPETs can be also invited to read the books images which depict the Hindu 
Goddess (build, posture, clothing, setting, objects and animals around her) and for 
each element they should provide a list of her major symbols and their meanings 
(e.g. the can consul on-line glossaries on Hindu terms) and for each kind of 
blessing she gives her devotees, they should find the corresponding story included 
in the book and read it. 

To achieve b) PPETs are introduced to Gautama Buddha’s life story reading 
Little Monk’s Buddha first chapter and the passage available on 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/religion/. In so doing, they read / translate / compare 
/ contrast the texts and implement their acquaintance of this great charismatic 
leader. The rest of the stories revolves around an animal and fosters a spiritual and 
moral value. PPETs can be encouraged to do a lot of activities, e.g. they can read 
the stories and identify the specific value raised and the animal associated to the 
value; compare and contrast the stories with Aesop fables available on the net in 
order to see whether the same animal share peculiarities similar to Buddha’s 
incarnations (e.g. lion); or they compare/contrast the role of animals in the Bible 
and in the Gospel to better understand more about who Jesus and Buddha are, to be 
acquainted with how animals function in these texts, and how these images 
resonate and/or contrast with your perceptions of the same animals in your own 
context. Furthermore, by reading the two Goddesses’ books PPETs will be able to 
be acquainted with Hindu rituals (e.g. Durga Puja), surf the internet to find further 
information about rituals and to find other similar ritual practices of other religions 
in order to understand diverse perspectives but similar features between religions. 

To achieve c) PPETs can use picture books (e.g. Sheela’s storyin MaaLaxmi 
about her subjected condition towards men) together with contemporary articles 
(e.g. SharadaSugirtharajah’s “Hinduism and feminism: some concerns”, 
TahiraBasharat’s “The Contemporary Hindu Women of India: An Overview” and 
Hanna Hedman’s“Hindu Goddesses as role models for women? A qualitative study 
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of some class women’s views on being a woman in the Hindu society”) and the 
web (sites and videos) to develop and explore multiple points of view and 
expository writing styles around religions according to the genre chosen and to 
engage in critical discussion of complex religious issues concerning gender 
specifically. Such investigation can involve Hinduism from an issue-centred 
perspective (in particular, the role of women; marriage equality) and aims to 
produce a discussion about religions and womanhood.  
 
5. Getting to Equal: Promoting Gender Equality through Children’s Queer 
Literature 
 

As has long been recognized, literature has the power to touch the hearts and 
minds of readers of all ages (Chapman 1999). Many childhood teachers across the 
world feel they have adequate collections of picture books to meet their curriculum 
needs (Rowell 2007). Nonetheless, millions of children lack access to books 
characteristic of them and their families. Picture books depicting little boys whose 
favourite toy is a doll, or strong and independent little princesses who, not with 
standing their parents’ pressure, do not want to get married or played the 
stereotypical roles of caretakers, mothers, and in need of being rescued by men; 
children in households headed by gays and lesbians or in families with homosexual 
members or friends are frequently missing from many preschool and primary 
classrooms as well as libraries. The lack of inclusive, diversity-friendly picture 
books means some children cannot see their own lives or the diversity of their 
family life reflected in books. Although most early childhood foreign language 
teachers are increasingly aware of the need to respond to the diversity among their 
students, sexual orientation is not always seen to be a part of that diversity 
(Colleary 1999). This is the reason why this last part underlines the importance of 
using gender-friendly literature to stimulate understandings of diversity in the 
classroom and respect for people from different gender identity and family 
composition.  

Investigation on Queer children's books, i.e. on non-mainstream children's 
literature dealing with homoparental family models and gender variance issues, is a 
new research subject. The recent works by Sunderland &McGlashan (2011, 2012, 
2013) pointed out some linguistic and visual features of an English corpus of Queer 
children's books. However, their precious contributions are not overtly correlated to 
an educational perspective and are limited to the English language. Such 
contributions could have a stronger impact when compared to similar works in 
other languages-cultures for exploring the respect for familiar and sexual otherness, 
especially in educational settings. L1, L2 and foreign language (FL) classrooms 
may thus contribute to the validation of all children’s lives, notably of those who 
live in homoparental families or fear to express their sexuality, in order to erase 
homophobia and promote gender equity. This aim may be achieved by teachers 
who read queer stories and stimulate task-based activities in their language 
classroom. We believe that each family model and gender variance should be 
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equally accepted and explained, even in language classrooms, since each person is 
a precious part in any society. 

With a specific reference to the literature on FL or second language (SL) 
teaching, queer issues, i.e. the awareness of plural sexual orientations and 
identities, seem to be disregarded, though some researches (Britzman 1995, Nelson 
2002, 2004) showed that queer issues could merge with educational curricula. 
Practitioners in both ESL and EFL (Carscadden, Nelson, & Ward, 1992) have put 
forward practical suggestions for making curricula and materials more gay 
inclusive (as found in Nelson 1999). Despite these efforts, some colleagues are 
confused by the idea that lesbian or gay identities could play a relevant role in 
language learning both because gay-friendly teaching is of marginal importance, of 
interest only to a small minority of learners and teachers (gay ones), and even 
invasive, dealing with a controversial topic – i.e. (homo)sex - in a field in which it 
is neither relevant nor appropriate. Other colleagues find the notion of gay-friendly 
teaching appealing but declare to feel they lack the requisite support, resources, or 
know-how to proceed (see Jones, 1993, as cited in Snelbecker, 1994, p. 110), 
which is not surprising given the current lackof research on sexual identities in 
classroom practice.  

This part joins such a heated debate by looking at how the topic of lesbian or 
gay identities comes up in ESL classes, what choices or challenges arise, and what 
strategies are helpful in dealing with them. In terms of classroom practice, the 
central focus has been developing what Britzman (1995) calls “pedagogies of 
inclusion”, which aim to introduce “authentic images of gays and lesbians” (p. 158) 
into curricula and materials. And an authentic image of a gay is the main character 
of the story we chose to investigate in this paper. We analyze the picture-book 
biography of a leading gay-rights supporter, Harvey Milk. Notwithstanding his 
almost short political career, Milk became an icon in San Francisco and a martyr in 
the gay community. In 2002, he was described as “the most famous and most 
significantly open LGBT official ever elected in the United States” (Smith and 
Haider-Markel 2002: 204). Anne Kronenberg, his last campaign manager, wrote of 
him: “What set Harvey apart from you or me was that he was a visionary. He 
imagined a righteous world inside his head and then he set about to create it for 
real, for all of us.” (Leyland 2002: 37). In 2009 President Barack Obama 
posthumously awarded Milk the Presidential Medal of Freedom for his 
contribution to the gay rights movement declaring “he fought discrimination with 
visionary courage and conviction.”  

The story of Harvey Milk gives the opportunity to acknowledge that the 
domain of sexual identity may be important to a range of people for a range of 
reasons. As asserted by Nelson (1999) when speaking in general about the 
inclusion of queer issues in ESL curriculum, in particular the story of Harvey Milk 
has served as a good pretext to examine not only minoritarian/subordinate sexual 
identities but also the dominant one(s), to look at divergent ways of producing and 
“reading” sexual identities in various cultural contexts and discourses; to identify 
prevailing, competing, and changing cultural norms that pertain to sexual identities; 
and to explore problematic and positive aspects of this identity domain (Nelson 
1999).  
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5.1. Developing teaching strategies for educating PPETs on gender 
issues 

Reading the Harvey Milk story PPETs will develop a deeper understanding 
towards Harvey Milk as a human being, his beliefs with regard to an egalitarian 
society, his contributions to LGBTQI community, and his doings for conquering 
equal rights for all people. We claim that including contributions of the LGBTQI 
community in educational instruction will lead to a further sensitivity to gender 
issues on the part of PPETs who will fell it is their duty to deal with such topics in 
the classroom, have an opportunity to make a difference at school and, 
consequently, to resist discriminatory practices and build empathetic communities.  

As a preliminary teaching strategy, the terminology of LGTBTQI can be 
introduced to PPETs.They can be asked to work on terms such as intersex, queer, 
transgender, bisexual, lesbian and gay, find their definitions by using firstly paper 
and/or on line monolingual dictionaries and then the Corpus of Contemporary 
American English (COCA, 450 million words, 1990-2012), the largest freely-
available corpus of English. In such a way they will assess the transformation such 
terms undergone when they occur aseptically in the dictionary compared to their 
collocation in context. For example, using COCA and analyzing the keywords in 
context they will come across the use of “gay” in a demeaning way, such as “that’s 
so gay” (28 occurrences in COCA). At this point, they can be invited to discuss and 
indentify possible root causes of using such word(s) with a negative connotation.  

Next, focusingPPETs’ attention to Harvey Milk as a human being, his idea(l) 
of an egalitarian society, his activism for gaining equal rights for all people they 
can examine critically and experience for a while the perspective of one 
representative of LGTBTQI community. In particular, PPETs can summarize, 
analyze, evaluate important political fights in the Harvey Milk story (e.g. the 
California State Senator John Briggs’ bill that would ban gays and lesbians from 
teaching in public schools throughout California and Milk’s campaign against the 
bill) and draw comparisons that highlight the commonality that Milk shares with 
other historical leaders of movements in order to realize – and look forward to – all 
leaders and heroes should be recognized in our public education system-regardless 
of sexual orientation, gender, race, or religion. In such a positive atmosphere, 
PPETs can identify burning issues (e.g. marriage and gay marriage) and suggest 
solutions to combat discriminatory practices and build empathetic communities.  
 
6. Concluding Remarks 
 

Children's literature in this paper has shown helpful to examine the 
complexity of conflicts revolving around discriminatory acts based on race, class, 
religion and gender. While students reflect on life in the past, they can also make 
comparisons to the present. The horrors of racism, and the prejudice that produces 
such treatment; the ongoing conflicts predominantly motivated by religious 
extremism with peace with their hoped-for end, the gay and lesbian’s struggle for 
civil rights, all can be discussed in relation to the past and to the present. Fictional 
texts together with informational texts on people who changed history can be also 
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used to improve students' comprehensionby building background knowledge, 
developing text-related vocabulary, and increasing motivation to explore the topic.  

Furthermore, ourteaching strategybased on intercultural dialogue recognizes 
that racial, ethnic, religious and sexual identities are not universal but are done in 
different ways in different cultural contexts, and it calls for a close look at how 
identities are produced through day-to-day interactions.Moreover, it encourages 
learners and teachers to question what may appear factual, and they allow for-and 
may even pedagogically exploit-multiple perspectives and diverging knowledges 
(Candlin, 1989; Kumara-vadivelu, 1994). Considering more than one cultural 
context helps specify rather than universalize what it means to identify (or be 
identified) as black, Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, bisexual, lesbian, or straight. 

The power and domination of some languages (in this case Italian and 
English) to determine identities should be challenged by developing cross-
culturally responsive educational initiatives such as children’s multi-ethnic 
literature to promote genuine acceptance and eliminate linguistic and cultural 
inequalities so that children from linguistic and cultural minorities can achieve 
success and self-esteem and join culture mainstream children to become English 
language learners of the twenty-first century, easily able to vault over linguistic and 
cultural barriers, free to know and identify oneself with others.  

This article has argued that within ESL, learners, teachers, teacher educators, 
and material developers need to be able to refer to and discuss not just mainstream 
or majority culture but also racial, religious and sexual minorities as through these 
groups it is possible to analyze diverse cultural and discursive practices. Whether 
the intention is to critique these practices or to learn them (or a combination of the 
two), the task is to investigate the workings of language and culture in order to 
make them explicit.  

In conclusion, we hope this article has evoked something of the rich 
potential that studying minorities in ESL offers to teaching theory and practice and 
spur language teachers to be dialogue-driven change activists, bridges between 
wor(l)ds, stimulating children to think beyond the stereotypical view of the world, 
acting as the vanguard of international communication and of intercultural 
understanding. Their task should be to stimulate learners to cross the border from 
their own way of speaking and living to others so that they, in this encounter with 
difference, can acquire linguistic and intercultural competencies for 
communicating effectively and appropriately not only in English, their second 
language and lingua franca of international communication, but also in their first 
language, as a lasting personal skill which they can apply to any encounter with 
“difference”. 
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