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Abstract
Despite the importance of traditional children’s literature in children’s literacy learning, little is still known about how fair-
ytales can be effectively used for pedagogical purposes to facilitate young children’s critical participation in early literacy 
instruction. The main purpose of this article is to explore the intersection of literature-based instruction, multimodality, 
and early critical literacy pedagogies by examining how young children negotiate, represent, and (re)create their voices 
through engaging in counter-storytelling. The study was conducted at a kindergarten classroom located in a metropolitan 
city in South Korea. Using a qualitative case study method, multimodal data were collected for 5 months through classroom 
observations, one-to-one interviews with the parents and the teacher, observational field notes, and children’s artifacts. Find-
ings suggest that it is important for teachers to value young children’s voices as storytellers and create a fluid and dynamic 
literacy atmosphere where young children explore their voice in exciting, intriguing, and multimodal ways. It also indicates 
that teachers need to encourage children to think critically and creatively through developmentally, culturally, and linguisti-
cally appropriate curricular activities.
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Children’s literature, which is one of the most long-standing 
genres in history (Johnson 2012) is a valuable part of early 
literacy education (Virtue and Vogler 2009). It provides 
young readers with numerous benefits, including promot-
ing imagination and creativity (Docherty 2014), conveying 
social and moral messages (Panca et al. 2015), and enhanc-
ing social, emotional, and cognitive skills (Hour 2000). Yet, 
children’s literature is not a simply aesthetic literary work, 
it is intimately related to the distribution of social power 
in society (e.g., Brooks and McNair 2009; Johnson 2012; 
Nodelman and Reimer 2003). Texts and literacy are socially 
situated and constructed (Dozier et al. 2006), and thus, the 

development of critical thinking skills should be a central 
focus of early literacy instruction (Siegel 2006).

As a method for analyzing deeply-entrenched narratives 
of original stories (Solorzano and Yosso 2002), counter-sto-
rytelling can help young readers to gain access to diverse 
points of views through multiple interpretations and to criti-
cally examine previously unquestioned dominant ideologies. 
While the use of fairytales in conjunction with counter-
storytelling provides rich contexts for inference instruction 
and practice for young learners (Kelly and Moses 2018), 
many early childhood teachers do not actively incorporate 
counter-storytelling as a literacy instruction resource in their 
classrooms, primarily due to their own lack of experience 
and knowledge of counter-storytelling strategies.

Teaching critical thinking to children is an especially 
important issue in South Korea due to the prevalence 
of teacher-centered lessons and an authority-reverent cul-
ture. According to Sung and Apple (2003), Korean students 
are not accustomed to expressing a critical perspective to 
either teachers or texts. Because classrooms in Korean cul-
tures have traditionally been teacher-dominated, Korean stu-
dents are often discouraged from speaking up in the com-
pany of elders or authorities (Kim 2012; Lee and Lee 2012). 
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Beginning in the late 1990s, the Korean Ministry of Edu-
cation made efforts to overhaul the curriculum to empha-
size problem-solving and higher-order thinking skills, yet a 
critical literacy curriculum that promotes students’ critical 
thinking skills is still rarely present in Korean classrooms 
(Dewaelsche 2015). Given this situation, there is an urgent 
need to implement critical literacy pedagogies that can help 
students to think critically, ask questions and share origi-
nal ideas through student-centered teaching approaches in 
Korean classrooms.

The main purpose of this article is to explore the inter-
section of literature-based instruction, multimodality, and 
early critical literacy pedagogies by examining how pre-
school-aged Korean children negotiate, represent, and (re)
create their voices through engaging in counter-storytelling 
about fairytales. Specifically, this study is guided by the 
following two research questions: (1) How does counter-
storytelling help the children to explore diverse points of 
views with multiple interpretations? and (2) How do the 
children negotiate and represent their voices through text-
based interactions with their teachers and peers? By sharing 
empirical examples of young children’s authentic dialogues 
and their work, it aims to provide insights on how fairytales 
and counter-storytelling activities can be effectively used for 
pedagogical purposes to facilitate young children’s critical 
participation in early literacy instruction. The fundamental 
goal of this work is to provide an expanded vision of early 
literacy instruction, as well as the new role of early child-
hood teachers in the twenty-first century.

Theoretical Foundations

This study is grounded in several different theoretical 
frameworks, including critical literacy and reader response 
theories in order to gain insights into the complexities of 
children’s interactions with texts, peers, and their teacher 
during a counter-storytelling activity. First, critical lit-
eracy was adopted to conceptualize counter-storytelling 
and critical thinking. According to Freire (2000), literacy 
is socially situated and constructed as a means and proof 
of power, rather than a static entity. Critical literacy helps 
students to challenge the status quo and enables them to 
act as creative, active, and critical citizens in a democratic 
society (Freire 2000; McLaren 2007). Early critical lit-
eracy can serve as an important instructional tool to help 
young readers understand that literacy is never neutral but 
always embraces a particular ideology in decision-making 
(Beck 2005; Kim 2016, 2019; Vasquez 2014). It encour-
ages young readers to uncover the assumptions behind a 
text, consider multiple points of view, and explore how the 
text and associated discussion might spark social justice 
action (Lewison et al. 2015). Informed by critical literacy, 

this study defines critical thinking as democratic and 
dialogical thinking which requires individuals to freely 
express their own experiences and viewpoints.

Critical literacy was also adopted to delineate the notion 
of counter-storytelling in this study, as it serves similar 
purposes as a critical literacy practice. Both critical lit-
eracy and counter-storytelling promotes diverse ways of 
meaning-making by encouraging children to develop their 
own ideas, instead of simply conforming to the dominant 
discourse embedded in texts. The goal of counter-storytell-
ing is also to help readers to analyze and challenge “nar-
ratives of dominance” (Love 2004) and to create inclusive 
environments in schools (Solorzano and Yosso 2002). As 
the oldest form of education, storytelling has been used as 
an important educational tool in many different countries 
(Hamilton and Weiss 2005). Counter-storytelling, which 
involves “telling the stories of those people whose experi-
ences are often not told” (Solorzano and Yosso 2002, p. 
26), is a powerful method for creating meaning as well as 
analyzing and challenging dominant ideologies in books 
and the stories of those in power (Kelly and Moses 2018; 
Kim 2019). Counter-storytelling serves several important 
purposes, including analyzing the “majoritarian” stories 
(Solorzano and Yosso 2002, p. 26), making the under-
represented culture more visible, examining multiple 
viewpoints, and challenging simplistic viewing the world 
(Delgado and Villalpando 2002). Counter-stories in early 
childhood classrooms offer a semiotic way to explore a 
range of communicative forms, such as narrative, writ-
ing, drawing, and images, (Marshall 2016). By creating 
counter-stories, young children can expand their ideas, ask 
questions about what they read, engage in authentic dis-
cussions, and develop language and literacy skills.

This study was also informed by reader response theories, 
particularly Fish’s (1980) and Beach’s (1993) notion of read-
ing as a cultural and social act. According to reader response 
criticism, reading involves the “interdependence” of the 
individual and the community. Readers’ literary responses 
are influenced by personal, social, and contextual factors 
such as readers’ prior knowledge, experience and level of 
literacy understanding (Beach and Freedman 1992; Moller 
2004; Sipe 2000). While most reader response theories do 
not specially focus on young children’s responses to litera-
ture, Sipe (2008) encompasses “the visual aesthetic theory” 
(p. 8) of young children’s literary understanding. Children 
utilize their experiences to understand the text (Crawford 
and Hade 2000). Through the “life-to-text” connection (Sipe 
2008), they create/recreate their current knowledge, make 
personal connections, and increase their engagement through 
multiple perspective-taking. In this process, they gain pleas-
ure in perceiving the ways in which the story mirrors their 
own lives (Mills and Jennings 2011; Sipe 2000). Reader 
response perspectives provide important guidance about 
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young children’s active roles during the reading process and 
the importance of creating interactive spaces for facilitating 
children’s critical and analytical engagement with texts.

In connection to theories of "visual" responses, the notion 
of multimodality was also used in this study to examine chil-
dren’s use of diverse semiotic resources in responding to 
children’s literature. Jewitt (2008) argues that prior to their 
acquisition of conventional reading and writing, young chil-
dren use different modes of semiotic resources such as ges-
tures, drawing, and oral language to convey their feelings, 
thoughts, and ideas. Children’s flexibility in using different 
semiotic modes in their meaning-making process facilitates 
social, emotional, and cognitive development (Dooley and 
Matthews 2009; Kress 2009). Using different communica-
tive modalities also provides children with multiple avenues 
for producing and consuming texts (Dyson 2008). Based on 
this notion, the study defines “multimodality” as different 
modes, means, and materials that young children use in their 
meaning make process during literacy activities.

Methods

The Context

This study was conducted at a private kindergarten located 
in a metropolitan city in Korea. Based on constructivism as 

a teaching philosophy, the school employed the Nuri cur-
riculum, the Korean national curriculum for five-year-olds, 
which aimed to stimulate children’s critical thinking and to 
establish overarching principles for becoming responsible 
citizens of the society (KICCE 2013). Because the school 
followed the Nuri curriculum, which emphasizes students’ 
critical thinking and creative thinking, no tensions were 
observed regarding this work while conducting this study.

Participants

Of the seven classes, Ms. Choi’s class (note: all names used 
in this study are pseudonyms) was selected for this study 
because she implemented age- appropriate critical literacy 
activities in her curricula and helped her students to revisit 
texts and explore diverse perspectives. There were twelve, 
five-year-old kindergartners in Ms. Choi’s classroom, and all 
of them participated in this study. They came from similar 
cultural, linguistic, social, and economic backgrounds: all 
of them were of Korean ethnicity and came from middle- to 
upper-middle-class families in South Korea. Table 1 exhibits 
the details of each child (See Table 1).

Having majored in early childhood education, Ms. 
Choi had a total of 8 years in preschool and kindergarten 
classrooms. Although she had not received specific train-
ing relating to critical literacy pedagogies, her previous 
teaching experience highlighted the importance of critical 

Table 1   Demographics of each 
participant

Name Gender Age Ethnicity Reading with parents Parent’s highest degree

Dongsoo Male 4 Korean Everyday Father: Doctoral
Mother: Master’s

Jaesung Male 4 Korean Everyday Father: 4 year college
Mother: 4 year college

Junghee Female 4 Korean Everyday Father: 4 year college
Mother: 4 year college

Heesun Female 4 Korean 3–4 times a week Father: Doctoral
Mother: Professional

Minsun Male 4 Korean 3–4 times a week Father: Professional
Mother: Master’s

Minwoo Female 4 Korean Everyday Father: 4 year college
Mother: Master’s

Somin Female 4 Korean Everyday Father: Professional
Mother: 4 year college

Soyeon Female 4 Korean Everyday Father: Doctoral
Mother: Master’s

Soyoung Female 4 Korean 5–6 times a week Father: 4 year college
Mother:4 year college

Sunhee Female 4 Korean 5–6 times a week Father: Professional
Mother: 4 year college

Sungwon Male 4 Korean 5–6 times a week Father: 4 year college
Mother: 2 year college

Taemin Male 4 Korean 1–2 times a week Father: Master’s
Mother: 4 year college
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thinking in learning. As an experienced teacher who utilized 
a socio-constructivist learning method, she highlighted “the 
process” rather than “the product” of learning. Ms. Choi 
indicated that during her college years, she had a chance to 
develop some teaching strategies that can help young chil-
dren to talk about what they read and think critically. In her 
current classroom, she often used the teaching strategies that 
she developed and modified, with a goal to help her students 
make connections with the story based on their own prior 
knowledge, and ultimately, to improve their critical think-
ing skills.

Focal Literacy Activity

The focal literacy activity, which was called “counter- sto-
rytelling activity,” was implemented during the large group 
learning time. Ms. Choi incorporated it in connection to a 
multimodal writing approach in her classroom as a way to 
create a space for facilitating the children’s critical engage-
ment with fairytales. Her rationale of this activity was to 
provide the children with the chance to think about fairytales 
from alternative perspectives and to explore multiple view-
points, rather than simply conforming to the author’s voice. 
For the counter-storytelling activity, the teacher and the chil-
dren read fairytales together and had in-depth conversations 
about the stories. If a different version of the original story 
was available, the teacher read it as well, and compared the 
two versions with using a Venn Diagram. During reading, 
she occasionally stopped reading to help her students, in 
order to make connections with the story based on their prior 
knowledge. When they finished reading, the teacher asked 
the children thought-provoking questions to deepen their 
thoughts on the reading, focusing on how the story would 
be told differently if it was narrated by a different character. 
She also invited her students to add detail to their responses 
and to share their views with peers.

After finishing the initial conversation about the fair-
ytale, the teacher provided the children with a blank sheet 
of paper, crayons, colored pens, and other art materials, and 

the children freely created their own stories through draw-
ing based on the perspectives that they chose. During this 
portion of the activity, the teacher encouraged the children 
to perceive the text in a different way and to develop their 
own ideas, rather than simply conforming to the author’s 
voice. With the teachers’ assistance, the children created a 
new story, their own re-telling, on a blank sheet of paper.

Throughout the five-month observation period, the teacher 
read a total of eight fairytales using the counter-storytelling 
instructional method outlined and 96 drawings were created 
during the eight sessions. All of the children were familiar 
with the stories, as they read them at home with parents. Tak-
ing into account the large volume of data obtained and the 
limited space in this article, this dissemination details data 
specific to the children’s engagement with three fairytales. 
Table 2 displays the title of each fairytale text and some sam-
ple critical literacy questions that the teacher asked to the 
students during/after reading (See Table 2).

Data Collection and Analysis

Data Collection Procedure

Data for this article came from a larger study that used a 
qualitative case study approach (Dyson and Genishi 2005; 
Stake 2005), with an aim to capture the complexity of the 
children’s negotiations and representations of their voices. 
Multimodal data were collected over the course of a semes-
ter through classroom observations, one-to-one interviews 
with the parents and the teacher, observational field notes, 
and children’s artifacts. The process of collecting data fol-
lowed the guidelines of the ethical standards of the respon-
sible committee on human experimentation; child assent and 
permission was received from the parents, as well as the 
children. Since this study involved young children, a paren-
tal consent letter was sent to the children’s parents prior 
to the program, and all of the parents agreed to have their 
children participate in the project. During the observation 
period, the critical literacy activity was observed and video 

Table 2   Selected literature and examples of critical literacy questions

Book Questions

신데렐라 (2014)
[Cinderella]

∙ How could Cinderella have overcome her hardship differently?
∙ What would you do if you were in Cinderella’s situation?
∙ How would the story have been different if Cinderella did not meet Prince Charming?
∙ How do you feel about Cinderella’s step-mother and sisters?

잭과 콩나무(2004)
[Jack and the Beanstalk]

∙ Why did the giant live in a castle in the sky?
∙ How would the giant have felt when he realized that Jack stole his harp?
∙ Jack stole the giant’s harp and became rich. What do you think about it?

빨간 모자 (2006)
[Little Red Riding Hood]

∙ How would the story have been different if Red Riding Hood met a good wolf?
∙ How do you feel about the wolf’s behavior?
∙ Why do wolves always do bad things?
∙ What  would you do if you met a wolf in the forest?
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and audio recorded for a total of two hours per week, focus-
ing on the children’s responses to fairytales and their social 
interactions with peers and the teacher during the counter-
storytelling activity.

Semi-structured, one-on-one interviews were also uti-
lized extensively with the parents and teacher, based on the 
technique of Seidman’s model (2013) of phenomenologi-
cal interviewing. To address all of the research objectives 
and to ensure high quality interviews, an interview protocol 
was designed before conducting interviews, as outlined by 
Patton (2015) and Castillo-Montoya (2016). This interview 
protocol was refined through interview protocol refinement 
steps, which included the refinement of the proposed ques-
tions from formal academic language to daily conversation 
discourse. Also, to ensure the interview protocol feasibility, 
research questions were reviewed by research colleagues, 
focusing on the protocol structure, length, and ease of under-
standing. Two interviews, for 30 min each time, were con-
ducted with the teacher, one at the beginning of the program 
and the other at the end. The first focused on the teacher’s 
teaching philosophy and experience and the goals of her crit-
ical literacy curricula. The second centered on the benefits 
and her concerns in implementing the critical literacy activi-
ties in her classroom. Three participating children’s parents 
were interviewed, following Creswell’s (2015) sampling 
strategy. The interviews with the parents were conducted 
for 20–30 min at the end of the program, focusing on their 
experiences in reading with their children at home, as well 
as their efforts to teach critical thinking skills in reading. 
All questions were created in advance, yet several follow-up 
questions were asked based on each participant’s answers. 
Also, following Emerson et al. (2011), field notes were cre-
ated focusing on the children’s story discussions, behaviors 
afterwards, and their engagement in their own written texts 
in response to the readings. Table 3 displays the details of 
data collection process (See Table 3).

Data Analysis

Data analysis was based on a thematic approach to deter-
mine patterns and to examine the essential elements of the 
phenomena (Patton 2015; Stake 2005). Within the grounded 
theory approach, data analysis was conducted based on a 
thematic analysis, which entailed a four-step process. The 
first phrase of analysis involved the initial review, followed 
by preliminary coding methods (Emerson et al. 2011). After 
each observation or interview, all of the collected audio or 
video data were transcribed into written form, and literacy 
activities were grouped together and coded, using open-
coding. By conducting line-by-line and whole-document 
analyses, the data was coded into meaningful segments using 
a descriptive code that could summarize the topic of the 
excerpt, and 137 codes were developed.

The second step consisted of identifying key concepts 
to find reoccurring themes and to unpack the interconnect-
edness among the codes. After the data were pulled apart 
and meaningful segments were identified (Patton 2015), an 
axial coding method (Corbin and Strauss 2008) was used to 
make connections among the open codes and find integrity 
across the data. Through inductive and iterative readings of 
these codes, the researchers identified relationships among 
the open codes, and found 25 emergent themes. Then, flex-
ible categories were generated to integrate newly emergent 
themes into the initial categorization scheme. Table 4 exhib-
its the themes emerged in eight fairytales, and Table 5 dis-
plays the examples of theme categories (See Tables 4, 5).

In the third stage, the study employed Gee’s (1999) dis-
course analysis to examine high inference meanings. The focus 
was on how the children negotiated and (re-) produced their 
stories by bringing up their personal and cultural experiences 
and socially interacting with peers. Using context-based dis-
course analyses, the researchers analyzed each child’s literacy 
environment, time, and place in which the discourse occurred, 

Table 3   Data collection process

Data source Focus Length/number

∙ Audio/ video recordings on the story-
readings and subsequent Alternative Texts 
activity

∙ The children’s literary responses to the books
∙ Discussions with peers and teacher about the books
∙ Social interactions with their peers and teacher, while draw-

ing

∙ Once a week for 120 min
∙ Approximately 2400 min in total

∙ Classroom Observation
∙ Field notes

∙ Participants’ verbal behavior and interactions during read-
alouds and the activity

∙ Participants’ physical behavior and gestures during read-
alouds and the activity

∙ 20 field notes in total
∙ 8 sessions in total

∙ Semi-structured interviews with the teacher ∙ Teachers’ prior teaching experiences
∙ Teachers’ experiences about critical literacy

∙ Twice
∙ 30 min

∙ Semi-structured interviews with the parents ∙ Parents’ experiences in teaching critical perspectives at 
home

∙ Parents’ views on critical literacy activities at school

∙ Once
∙ 20 min

∙ Children’s written artifacts ∙ All written artifacts created during critical literacy activities ∙ 96 artifacts in total
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as well as the relationships among the children and their cul-
ture, customs, and family backgrounds. Then, some focal inter-
actions that seemed to best answer the research questions were 
selected based on the research questions.

The final stage involved triangulating data sources to 
increase internal validity of the data analysis and to enhance 
reliability (Hamel 1993; Kirk and Miller 1986). In order to 
validate the consistency of findings generated by different 
data collection methods, multiple sources of data, such as 
classroom observations and participant interviews, were com-
pared and contrasted. Also, all of the coding of the data and 
the analysis were shared with other professionals to confirm 
the categories and themes across the different cases, to gain 
additional insights and to reduce potential bias. Moreover, 
a prolonged engagement (Creswell 2015) was employed to 
understand children’s social settings and to develop rapport 
and trust with them. The data analysis process is summarized 
in the following table (See Table 6):

Findings

As a pedagogical tool for facilitating children’s critical 
engagement with literature, the counter-storytelling activi-
ties provided the children with a valuable opportunity to 
read between the lines, to form alternative explanations, 
and to “talk back to text” (Enciso 1997). The children were 
able to playfully manipulate the story using their creativity 
and imagination, as the teacher helped them to deconstruct 
the original story, to explore previously unheard voices, 
and to examine multiple viewpoints. With deliberate effort 
made by the teacher, the children played with themes and 
messages embedded in the fairytales, and recreated the 
stories with their own voices through drawing. The fol-
lowing sections detail three of the episodes, and illustrates 
how the children’s creative, multimodal participation led 
to the recreation of the stories in critical and genuine ways.

Table 4   Emerged themes Title of book Race Culture Wealth Poverty Gender roles Family Stereotypes

Cinderella X X
Snow White X X X X
Little Red Riding Hood X X X
Jack and the Beanstalk X X X
Beauty and the Beast X X
The Ants and Grasshopper X X
Sleeping Beauty X X
Scrooge X X X

Table 5   Theme categories

Main theme Subthemes Examples of descriptive codes

Examining biased portrayals in fairytales ∙ Questioning stereotyped representations of female 
roles

∙ Questioning biased portrayals of male roles
∙ Exploring non-traditional female roles
∙ Exploring non-traditional male representations

∙ Cinderella’s roles
∙ Prince charming’s roles
∙ Stepmother’s roles
∙ Stepsister’s roles
∙ King’s roles

Challenging dominant voice in the story ∙ Who is speaking? (Dominant voice)
∙ Who is not speaking? (Silent voice)
∙ Who’s voice is heard?
∙ Who’s voice is not heard?

∙ Little Red Riding Hood’s voice
∙ Wolf’s voice
∙ Cinderella’s voice
∙ Queen’s voice

Creating new perspectives ∙ Challenging author’s voice
∙ Questioning the consequence of story
∙ Recreating ending
∙ Exploring alternative perspectives

∙ Wolf’s perspectives
∙ Giant’s perspectives
∙ Stepmother’s perspective
∙ Prince’s perspectives
∙ Jack’s perspectives



639Early Childhood Education Journal (2021) 49:633–646	

1 3

“I Can Teach Cinderella Korean”: Exploring 
Alternative Endings in Cinderella

Critical conversations about the ending of Cinderella 
(Disney Storybook Art 2014) encouraged the children to 
approach the story from a different angle and analyze it from 
multiple perspectives. In the original version, Cinderella is 
a passive victim who suffered from a wicked stepmother 
and stepsisters. However, the children were able to begin 
to reexamine the story as they investigated it critically by 
having in-depth conversations with peers and the teacher. 
Following is the example of how the teacher initiated the 
discussion with the children about alternative endings of 
Cinderella in a critical and creative way1:

Teacher: (Pointing out Cinderella on the last page) 
Look at her. She looks so happy. So, why is she happy 
now?
Soyoung: (Raising a hand) She got married with the 
prince!
Teacher: Right! she got married, so she is happy now. 
But what if Cinderella never met the prince? Do you 
think she would never be able to be happy?
Children: (Thinking)
Heesun: She still would be happy at the end.
Teacher: Good Heesun! Why do you think so?
Heesun: (After a while) Just because. (with a quiet 
voice) Well, I don’t know.

Teacher: (to Heesun) Ok, you think Cinderella would 
be still happy at the end even without the prince. How 
do you think Cinderella would be happy on her own?
Children: (thinking)
Soyeon: By becoming a famous person.
Teacher: Oh, so do you mean she would be happy if 
she becomes famous?
Soyeon: (Nodding affirmatively)
Teacher: Yes, if you become famous, you are more 
likely to be happy. Then, how would Cinderella be able 
to become famous? Yes, Minwoo.
Minwoo: (with an excited voice) She can study hard!
Teacher: Right, she can be famous by studying hard. 
That is a good idea. Then, what study? What do you 
think Cinderella can study about? Yes Jaesung.
Jaesung: She can study Korean. I can teach her 
Korean!
Teacher: I love that idea! You would be a great Korean 
teacher Jaesung!

Marriage is often depicted as an important medium for 
“a happy ending” in fairytales. Yet, by working together to 
deconstruct the story, the children could explore alternative 
ways of achieving happiness, as the teacher asked thought- 
provoking questions about how Cinderella could have over-
come her hardship differently. With the teacher’s question, 
the children playfully manipulated the story based on the 
original plot: Soyeon and Minwoo suggested that education 
would be a great way for Cinderella to overcome her dif-
ficult situation, and the other children supported their idea 
by adding more details. Jeasung, for example, indicated that 
Cinderella could study a Korean language, whereas Dongsoo 

Table 6   Data analysis process

Step Focus Data analysis process Goal

1 Preliminary analysis ∙ Transcribing the collected audio or video data 
(e.g., the children’s conversations and interviews).

∙ Grouping each literacy activity.
∙ Initial coding

∙ To provide a foundation of data analysis

2 Categorizing data ∙ Identifying and segmenting the meaningful seg-
ments of the data with a descriptive code.

∙ Identifying core themes.
∙ Categorizing themes into sub-themes

∙ To manage a large number of codes
∙ To understand how a selected theme was related to 

the other themes
∙ To identify reoccurring themes

3 Analyzing discourse and 
identifying focal literacy 
activities

∙ Performing context-based discourse analysis on 
the data.

∙ Selecting some focal literary activities.
∙ Member checking through face-to-face conversa-

tions with other professionals
∙ Verifying and validating the data analysis through 

a triangulation method.

∙ To analyze the text/conversation beyond the 
sentence

∙ To analyze the larger discourse context
∙ To check consistency of the data
∙ To validate the data analysis

4 Validating data ∙ Member checking through face-to-face conversa-
tions with other professionals.

∙ Verifying and validating the data analysis through 
a triangulation method.

∙ To check consistency of the data
∙ To validate the data analysis

1  The conversation was spoken in Korean originally but translated 
into English by a third person. The accuracy of the translation was 
checked through official Korean Translation Services.
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and Junghee pointed out that learning how to ride a horse or 
make a robot would be great educational opportunities for 
her. Such ideas were also reflected in their own written texts 
that were depicted through original artwork (see Fig. 1).

Jaesung chose the theme of “language exchange” and 
drew about Cinderella’s learning Korean from him and his 
learning English from her. Unlike Jaesung, Junghee focused 
on the theme of horseback riding, and created a story of Cin-
derella taking riding lessons and becoming a world- famous 
horse rider. Dongsoo also re-scripted the story creatively, 
saying, “Cinderella is learning how to make a robot to be a 
robot scientist, and my best friend Taesung and I are help-
ing her.” The children’s own stories suggested “alternative 
happy endings,” focusing on how Cinderella could overcome 
her difficult situation by her own power, rather than being 
rescued by Prince Charming.

“I Think Jack is a Burglar”: Reexamining Jack in Jack 
and the Beanstalk

Critical dialogues were sometimes initiated by the children 
themselves; their critical engagement was observed when 
they had a conversation about Jack and the Beanstalk (Gey-
lim Books 2004). While the original story portrayed Jack 
positively as a “kind-hearted” and “affectionate” boy, the 
children reexamined him from different perspectives. The 
following excerpt exhibits the children’s critical dialogue 
about the legitimacy of Jack’s act in the giant’s castle:

Teacher: So, what happened in the story?
Soyoung: Jack took the giant’s hen and harp.
Dongsoo: (Raising a hand) But teacher! Stealing is a 
bad thing.
Teacher: Right! Stealing is a negative behavior. Thank 
you for bringing up that issue, Young. Yes, Jack took 
the giant’s hen while the giant was gone. Look at this 
hen! It lays eggs made of gold!
Children: (Looking at the illustration of the hen)

Teacher: So, what if you found this hen in the giant’s 
castle? Do you think you would also take it like Jack?
Soyoung: Well, the giant is a bad guy so.. (with a 
quiet voice) it is “maybe” fine. But I will bring it to 
my mom.
Teacher: Ok Soyoung. So, you think the giant is bad 
so it would be fine to take his belongings. Then, why 
do you think he is a bad guy? Did he do something bad 
to Jack or villagers?
Soyoung: (Thinking)
Teacher: Let’s think about what the giant did in the 
story. What did he do before Jack broke into his castle?
Sunhee: He was outside.
Teacher: Right. He was outside, and when he came 
back home, he found out that somebody broke into his 
castle. How would you feel if you noticed somebody 
broke into your house while you were gone?
Dongsoo: Angry.
Soyoung: Scared.
Teacher: Yes, he must be angry and scared too.
Minsun: (Raising a hand) I think Jack should have 
asked the permission from the giant before entering 
his house.
Heasun: (Raising a hand) And before taking his treas-
ures.
Dongsoo: Jack is a burglar!

In the excerpt above, Dongsoo questioned the validity 
of Jack’s act, as he found that Jack’s behavior in the giant’s 
castle contradicted common moral values. Such critical 
question enabled the children to assess Jack’s behavior more 
objectively and to look at the story from different view-
points, focusing on the giant’s situation and feelings when 
his treasures were stolen. For example, Minsun brought up 
the issue of the importance of asking permission from the 
owner, and Dongsoo supported her view, indicating Jack 
was “a burglar.” The children also attempted to represent the 
giant’s voice and frustration in their drawings (see Fig. 2).

Fig. 1   Jaesung, Sunhee, and Dongsoo’s written texts (from the left)
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Somin created the story of how the giant could have better 
secured his possessions by training his hen to push “112” to 
call the police.2 Sungwon also focused on the security issue, 
indicating that “the giant hides his hen and harp in a small 
box with burglarproof locks to secure them, and put them 
inside dragon and dinosaur sculptures.” While Sungwon 
thought about how to better hide his treasure, Minwoo sug-
gested a more active way of protecting the castle to secure 
his ownership: in his story, he arranged diverse protecting 
devices in front of the castle such as robots, solders, and 
security dragons, so that nobody would be able to reach it. 
These stories focused on the giant’s situation and perspec-
tive, rather than Jack’s quest to obtain the giant’s treasure.

“The Wolf Eats only Veggies”: Rethinking the Wolf 
in Little Red Riding Hood

The critical literacy activity also helped the children to criti-
cally examine previously unquestioned dominant ideologies 
in fairytales. This was particularly evident when the children 
talked about how wolves were portrayed in two different ver-
sions of Little Red Riding Hood (Jikyungsa 2006). Followed 
by reading the original story, the children had a chance to 
read another version, The Story of Little Red Riding Hood: 
From the wolf’s perspective (Shaskan 2014). While “the big 
bad wolf” in the original story was described as a sly char-
acter that gained entry to the girl’s grandmother’s house by 
pretending to be Red Riding Hood, the wolf in the other 
version was a vegetarian, and he did not intend to scare or 
harm Red Riding Hood and her grandmother. Through lis-
tening to different voices of wolves, the children were able 
to critically examine how wolves were portrayed differently 
in the two stories: 

Teacher: We have two wolves here. So, what do you 
think about the wolf in the first story?
Soyoen: He is bad because he went to the grandma’s 
house and swallowed her!
Teacher: Right! He was bad. Then, what about the wolf 
in the other story?
Taemin: He eats only veggies.
Teacher: Yes, he was actually a vegetarian who can eat 
only vegetables. Do you think that the second wolf is 
also “bad” like the first one?
Taemin: That wolf is...(murmuring) maybe not bad 
because he was just confused.
Teacher: Right, the second wolf was confused with the 
girl’s red hood and an apple.
Soyeon: He didn’t mean to scare her!
Teacher: Yes, he didn’t mean to scare Red Riding 
Hood.
Taemin: (Raising a hand) I think the second wolf is 
fine.
Teacher: Ok. So, you guys think the first wolf is bad 
but the second one is maybe ok. Right? Does anyone 
think the second wolf is also bad?
Children: (quiet)
Teacher: Ok, some wolves are bad like the first one 
but we have good wolves too. Then, how would the 
first story have been different if the wolf in the story 
were good?
Children: (thinking)
Teacher: Do you think the story would be the same if 
it was a “good wolf”?
Soyeon: They would get along with each other.

The teacher then encouraged the children to think about 
similarities and differences between the two wolves using 
a Venn Diagram and asked questions such as how the orig-
inal story could have told differently if Red Riding Hood 
had met a “good” wolf in the forest. This offered the chil-
dren the chance to not only deepen their understandings 
of the cause and effect of each story, but also to speculate 

Fig. 2   Somin, Sungwon, and Minwoo’s written texts (from the left)

2  112 is an emergency police phone number in Korea.
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about the dominant image of wolf. Drawing followed by 
the discussion also provided the children with valuable 
opportunities to rethink the story and create version in 
their own voices. In the children’s new stories, the wolf 
was a friendly character who got along with Red Riding 
Hood and her grandmother (Fig. 3).

In Soyeon’s story, “Red Riding Hood and grandmother 
invited the wolf in their house, and served him a nice meal 
with a lot of veggies.” The wolf in Minsun’s story was also 
not a scary character anymore. Her story went: “The wolf 
goes to the same school with Red Riding Hood, and he is 
studying, playing puzzles, and learning songs with her.” 
Taemin also focused on the theme of “playing,” and drew 
about the day that Red Riding Hood, her grandmother, and 
the wolf were having fun together, playing and swimming 
near a stream.

Like the example data provided, the children’s stories 
throughout the entire data collection period were full of 
creativity and imagination. As the teacher created a space 
for relaxation and a sense of adventure through counter-
storytelling, the children were able to examine alternative 
perspectives in texts and explore multiple interpretations. 
During an interview with the teacher, she also highlighted 
the pedagogical possibilities of counter-storytelling as an 
important method to help young children to deepen their 
thoughts on the reading and to explore diverse perspectives:

Teacher: Children are full of creativity, and they 
are often expressing their creative ideas in different 
ways, like play and drawing. I believe that teach-
ers play a critical role in the development of student 
creativity. Through the counter-storytelling activity, I 
aimed to foster children’s critical and creative think-
ing skills, and I believe that it really helped the chil-
dren to think critically and creatively. People might 
think that this kind of critical literacy activity is 
effective in classrooms for older students, but I think 
this practice can be implemented in any classrooms. 
With an appropriate support from teachers, young 

children are very capable of having critical conversa-
tions about literature and creating their own story.

Interviews that were conducted with parents after the pro-
gram also supported the potential benefit of counter-storytell-
ing as an early critical literacy practice. The following two 
excerpts reveal such support:

Taemin’s mother: I remember that Taemin talked about 
the counter-storytelling activity they did at school. He 
showed me his drawings and explained how his version 
is different from the original story. It seemed that he 
really enjoyed the activity and liked his version of story. 
Actually, I rarely read classic books to my children, 
because the morality in fairytales seems too outdated 
(but personally, I still love fairytales). I think the activity 
is a great way to perceive fairytales in a different way.
Minwoo’s mother: One of the biggest changes that I 
observed was that Minwoo started to ask questions 
during and after reading. He used not to ask questions 
when I read a book to him, but he started to ask some 
questions such as, “Why did the character act that 
way?” He also started to make comments more often, 
like “I think that is wrong” and “I like that.” His ques-
tions make our reading time more enjoyable. I really 
enjoy his creative and unpredictable comments.

In the interviews, the parents indicated that their chil-
dren started to ask critical questions about what they read, 
and expressed their ideas in a creative way, voicing their 
responses, instead of simply conforming to the author’s 
voice. The parents also stressed that such positive changes 
helped them to have more critical conversations about the 
story with the children—such as why they liked or did not 
like the story, and how the story could be told differently 
from different angles.

Fig. 3   Soyeon, Misun, and Taemin’s written texts (from the left)
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Discussion

The current study investigated preschool children’s critical 
engagement with fairytales through counter-storytelling. In 
the examples provided, Ms. Choi engaged the children in 
counter-storytelling aimed to promote meaningful compre-
hension and creative exploration of texts. While agreeing 
and disagreeing with each other’s perspectives, the chil-
dren developed their literary responses from “monologic” 
to “dialogic” (Beach 1993, p. 112). Through the give and 
take between the teacher and peers, students experienced 
mutuality (Goss et al. 2002), whereby each person explored 
their own and other’s ideas. The way in which the children 
investigated the plots and authored original stories by inter-
acting with the peers and the teacher suggests that early 
critical literacy is a social practice enacted and formulated 
through social interactions. This finding also suggests that 
preschoolers are powerful storytellers, and they are capable 
of creating, recreating, and negotiating meaning.

Second, the findings support both the use of counter-sto-
rytelling in early literacy classrooms, as well as the recent 
view of children as powerful storytellers (Kelly 2017; Kim 
2019). Stories, both told to and made up by children, serve to 
shape their perceptions of reality (Marshall 2016; Solórzano 
and Yosso 2002). Brown (2008) assets that the basic unit 
of human intelligibility is a story; everyone has an internal 
narrative that is our own inner story. This can be seen when 
engaging preschoolers with literature; children tend to speak 
candidly and openly share their responses to texts (Kelly 
2017). The teacher in this study deliberately sought through 
open-ended questioning to not only aid examination of the 
fairytales but also to provide the children opportunities to 
practice and refine their listening and speaking skills. In 
this classroom, reading was not a fixed and stable investiga-
tion, as the children deconstructed the original narrative and 
explored multiple perspectives through collaborative lan-
guage interactions. As active social participants, they read 
further and beyond the text (Huang 2011) and recreated it 
with their own voices. The finding suggests that counter-
storytelling in early childhood classrooms is an effective tool 
to empower young children to analyze and critique story 
elements and draw personal meaning from texts.

Exploring nonconforming explanations of character 
motives and endings in fairytales can be a powerful tool for 
empowering children to make inferences and predictions, 
compare and contrast information in the text, and analyze 
and critique story elements (Kelly and Moses 2018). By hav-
ing children participate in guided discussion and creation of 
their own stories, early childhood teachers can help children 
expand perspectives to allow viewing of typical events in 
atypical ways. Moreover, it offers a rich context in which 
to practice deconstructing the dominant discourses implicit 

in an author’s words; learning to tell their own stories and 
accept the counter-stories of their peers prepares young 
children for well-reasoned, civil debate in a diverse society 
(Kelly 2017).

The study also supports the findings of prior studies that 
argue that preschoolers are multimodal interpreters of their 
world (e.g., Albers and Sanders 2010; Dyson 2008). Young 
children’s understanding of texts can be enhanced with their 
artistic endeavors in drawings (Leland et al. 2005). In this 
study, Ms. Choi did not privilege decoding/producing writ-
ten language over other symbol systems in order to connect 
to the children’s prior knowledge and to build their under-
standing of the ideas, topics, and words in the fairytales 
explored. She provided the children opportunities to call 
on varied semiotic resources to recreate the fairytales (i.e., 
oral language and drawings). Given this multimodal literacy 
experience, the children’s own stories emerged in different 
forms, including narrative, writing, and drawing, allowing 
them to explore a range of communicative forms in relation 
to the original text. Such findings highlight a multimodal 
perspective of literacy, whereby literacy instruction accounts 
for the multifaceted ways that language can be expressed.

Implications

The participating children’s critical engagement with fair-
ytales through counter-storytelling activities provides three 
important lessons for early childhood teachers. First, it is 
an important part of early literacy education to engage in 
diverse ways of meaning-making, rather than by adopting 
unitary, monolithic, and fixed points of view. Children’s 
literature represents specific ideological representations of 
reality (Nodelman and Reimer 2003). Exploring noncon-
forming explanations of character motives and endings in 
fairytales can be a powerful tool for empowering children to 
make inferences and predictions, compare and contrast infor-
mation in the text, and analyze and critique story elements 
(Kelly and Moses 2018). By having children participate in 
guided discussion and creation of their own stories, early 
childhood teachers can help children expand perspectives to 
allow the viewing of typical events in atypical ways. Thus, 
it is important that, when early childhood teachers involve 
young children in counter-storytelling activities, they create 
a fluid and multifaceted space where young children freely 
share their ideas. It is also crucial that they understand the 
transformative power of telling a story that reflects one’s 
own experiences, and acknowledge the “funds of knowl-
edge” that preschoolers bring to a literacy learning experi-
ence [i.e., the prior knowledge young children already have 
because of their roles in their families, communities, and 
cultures] (Gonzalez et al. 2005).

The study also suggests that it is vital to value young 
children’s voices as storytellers and to foster an environment 
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in which children are encouraged to “talk back” (Enciso 
1997) to texts. Well-planned critical literacy activities, such 
as those that focus on counter-storytelling, can serve as a 
medium to help them read and write “against” texts and 
analyze them from multiple perspectives (Kim 2016, 2019; 
Vasquez 2014). Counter-storytelling activities offer a rich 
context in which young children practice deconstructing the 
dominant discourses, learn to tell their own stories and learn 
to listen to the stories of others. Since knowledge is socially 
constructed, it is important for teachers to help young chil-
dren to grow up as critical thinkers by creating an inclusive 
space where every child feels safe to speak up and contribute 
ideas based on his/her views.

Lastly, this study suggests that it is important for teachers 
to incorporate a multimodal pedagogical approach in their 
literacy curricula and to help young children use a variety 
of symbolic modes in their meaning making. Young chil-
dren create meaning not just with words, but rather by using 
different modes of semiotic resources-pictures, gestures, 
full-body movement, and music (Albers and Sanders 2010; 
Siegel 2006). Every child has distinctive perspectives and 
social experiences, and such experiences are expressed in 
multimodal ways (Dyson 2008; Wright 2010). Thus, in order 
to better support young children’s critical thinking, teachers 
should use a variety of multimodal ways, utilizing diverse 
materials. Using diverse communitive modalities allows 
teachers to position preschoolers as apt meaning makers, 
capitalizing on the “well-stocked semiotic tool kits” (Siegal 
2006, p. 69) they bring to early literacy experiences.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results of this study show the possibility of incorpo-
rating early critical literacy practices, specifically counter-
storytelling, to enhance young children’s critical engagement 
with traditional children’s literature. Since inclusion of early 
critical literacy in school curricula is exceedingly rare, the 
findings of this study will be beneficial for both early child-
hood teachers and literacy educators. Yet, in making this 
claim, the researchers acknowledge some methodological 
limitations of case study associated with the issues of sub-
jectivity and generalizability. In this study, the focal children 
were from affluent families with college-educated parents, 
and thus their relevance may not extend directly to differ-
ent socio-economic contexts. Also, the case investigated for 
this study was not representative of a wider body of similar 
instances in different countries. The methodological limita-
tions call for robust research on early critical literacy prac-
tices in different racial, ethnic, socio-economic, and cultural 
settings.

Conclusions

According to the National Education Association (2012), 
one of the important instructional goals of literacy curricula 
in the twenty-first century is to equip students with criti-
cal thinking skills such as questioning, predicting, analyz-
ing, comparing, evaluating, and forming opinions. In order 
to meet the demands of twenty-first century early literacy 
instruction, early childhood teachers need to encourage 
children to think critically and creatively through develop-
mentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate curricular 
activities (Kelly and Moses 2018; Kim 2016). To this end, 
teachers should create a fluid and dynamic literacy atmos-
phere where young children explore their voice in excit-
ing, intriguing, and multimodal ways (Lenters and Winters 
2013). Counter-storytelling, as a critical literacy practice, 
can offer early childhood teachers a rich context for early 
instruction by positioning preschoolers as capable critical 
literacy thinkers, powerful storytellers, and multimodal 
meaning-makers.
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