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ABSTRACT

Research studies indicate how most teachers lack the capacity to identify diverse books that portray
characters with special needs or exceptionalities that can be used in the classroom to promote empa-
thy and kindness towards those who are typically perceived as “the other.” This lack of awareness is
alarming since diverse books are found to promote inclusive practices and show students how to be
more accepting of individual differences. Based on a research study that examines the use of diverse
picturebooks among students enrolled in a teacher-training institute in the UAE, a database of diverse
picturebooks that depict an awareness of special needs and the “others” in society have been analyzed
and featured in this chapter. Strategies such as discussion questions and activities linking the titles to
inclusive practices were shared using the critical multicultural analysis framework. The authors contend
that teachers need to effectively use said resources to help implement more inclusive approaches in the
classroom and practice transformative and culturally responsive instruction.
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INTRODUCTION

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has made noteworthy progress in recent years concerning legislation
and policies to support the inclusion movement in the country. More specifically, UAE has passed two
legislation policies pertinent to inclusive education: the Federal Law 2006 and 2009 and Dubai Law no.
2. These regulations paved the way for the inclusion of many school-aged children with special educa-
tional needs (referred to as “students of determination” in the UAE) in general education classrooms.
In fact, the change in terminology from people with disabilities to people of determination (POD) or
the determined ones had been enforced in 2017 throughout the country (Government.ae, 2017). This is
meant to highlight the students’ strengths rather than their weaknesses (Gaad, 2019) and has also led to
a transformation in the education sector with Abu Dhabi and Dubai leading the inclusion initiatives in
the country (Gaad, 2019) as can be seen in the Dubai inclusive education policy framework, for example
(KHDA, 2017). Thus, today’s classrooms must now demonstrate that their diverse student population
include students of determination with a range of needs (Gaad, 2019).

Although these differences can be a rich source of learning for all learners, they can also create chal-
lenges among students. According to research, many students enter schools holding misconceptions
and stereotypical views about persons they perceive as different. For instance, Ostrosky et al. (2015)
reported that children without disabilities have misconceptions about students with disabilities. This is
also evident in the UAE where despite the inclusion movement and an increased number of students
with disabilities in the general education classroom, teachers and students are found to hold negative
attitudes toward students with disabilities (Elhoweris & Efthymiou, 2020).

The same issues are faced by gifted and talented students who are often misunderstood by their
peers and teachers, especially those who are considered double minorities, that is, being gifted and are
culturally and linguistically diverse or coming from disadvantaged backgrounds (Garces-Bacsal, 2021;
Stambaugh & Ford, 2015) and students with dual exceptionalities (gifted students with disabilities or
learning disorders) (Gomez-Arizaga & Conejeros-Solar, 2021). Hence, there is a clear and evident risk of
children of determination, gifted and talented students, and culturally and linguistically diverse learners
(whose first language is not English or the language of the dominant cultural majority - and are often
labelled as English Language learners — see Nguyen, 2012) — referred to in this paper collectively as
students with exceptionalities - being marginalized and socially rejected without adequate support that
would facilitate a sense of belonging with the larger school community (Otrosky et al., 2015).

Inclusion and Transformative Pedagogies through Diverse Picturebooks

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2006, p. 13) defined
inclusion as the process of “addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of all learners through
increasing participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing exclusion within and from
education.” This includes content modification, changes in curriculum content, approaches and strategies
in order to educate all children, regardless of cultural and linguistic differences. Transformative learning
or pedagogy, on the other hand, has been defined as the way through which “individuals think about
themselves and their world, and it involves a shift of consciousness” (Corley, 2011, p. 2) predicated upon
learners’ reflection and a substantive examination of one’s own learning and progress (Garces-Bacsal
& Tupas, 2021).
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