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CHANGING STEREOTYPES WITH REGARD TO SPECIAL NEEDS  
THROUGH CHILDREN’S LITERATURE 

 
Abstract 

 
We had the idea of this research, when we learned, that the children’s book about special 

needs: R.J. Palacio “Wonder” was translated into Armenian for the first time. 
Books on this topic have not been written yet by Armenian authors. The point is that during 

Soviet years the working assumption was that all the people were “like each other”, perfect, beauti-
ful, without problems, without disorders; all those, who did not meet those criteria (who had visual, 
auditory, physical, mental, even speech and communication limitations), grew up and spent their 
lives in special boarding institutions, segregated from their families and society. Being ashamed of 
their children, who were not ideal, the parents kept them at home, hidden from acquaintances, 
neighbours, sometimes even from relatives. 

Attitudes have begun to change since then, and inclusive education has been a goal in Armenia 
since 2001. Despite the 15-year history of efforts at inclusive education, acceptance of people with 
special needs is still not evident in all corners of Armenian society. One of the most prevalent short-
comings is the stereotyping of people with special needs. 

We decided to use the reading of the book R.J. Palacio “Wonder” for the purpose of helping 
people confront their attitudes and stereotypes about disabilities as they explored the lives in this 
unique book. 

 
Keywords: inclusive education, bibliotherapy, self-esteem measurement, M. Rokeach Value 

Survey, pre-reading discussion, post-reading discussion, a meeting with children with special needs.  
 
 
At the present stage of society develop-

ment, the attitude towards people with special 
needs is getting more and more humane. In 
Armenia, steps are taken towards this as well. 
The transition to inclusive education is one of 
indicators. The assessment of the child not 
from the perspective of problems he/she has, 
but from the perspective of his/her resources 
and potential is the evidence of the above 

mentioned. However, the issue of preception 
of “different individual or white crow” is still 
open. Often classmates, who do not have ex-
perience of communication with these kinds 
of children, and face them for the first time, 
can spontaneously react in various ways, from 
rudeness and laughter to pity, that is equally 
unacceptable. The issue of regulation of per-
ception of “different” individual is becoming 
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actual, finding ways to teach the child to per-
ceive the individual with deep respect towards 
his/her strong points, fully accepting his/her 
differences. The strategy of such an influence 
led us to the idea of bibliotherapy application, 
since reading is part of both learning and lei-
sure for schoolchildren. Tale and story can be 
considered as natural way of information indi-
rect transfer, instead of direct instructions and 
preachiness. It is typical for children to identi-
fy themselves with the main story characters, 
and with the help of the book the child can 
deeply experience the feelings of the main 
character.  

Children’s literature can be a way to 
share powerful examples of how we all may 
or may not relate to individual differences. 
This can be especially true for understanding 
how disabilities impact the lives of individu-
als and their families and friends. Reading 
children's literature can be instrumental in 
changing readers' attitudes about stereotypes, 
and it is important for educators that these 
changes be beneficial (Kurtts & Gavigan, 
2008). Considering this fact, we decided to 
use the reading of the book R.J. Palacio 
“Wonder” for the purpose of helping people 
confront their attitudes and stereotypes about 
disabilities as they explored the lives in this 
unique book. The translation of Wonder to 
Armenian was published in 2015. The story is 
about a 10-year old American boy August 
Pullman /Auggie/, who suffers from Treacher 
Collins syndrome, which is characterized 
by craniofacial deformities of the child.  

In our work with this book, we were in-
terested in looking at how children build posi-
tive understandings of disability from chil-
dren's literature and how their attitudes, be-
liefs, and stereotypes are changed. The book 

should not be read as a fiction, but applied as 
a means of bibliotherapy, which includes the 
following stages: 

a) pre-reading discussion, 
b) post-reading discussion, 
c) a meeting with children with special 

needs. 
After the pre-reading discussion, the 

children were given time for reading the book 
and then discuss again after reading. Debates 
were included as part of the discussions. The-
se supported the children in identifying dif-
ferences of people, as well as perceiving the 
importance of equal rights and social inclu-
sion. Concepts, such as ''difference'', ''preju-
dice'', ''tolerance'', ''justice'' in a relationship 
with people, who are different from them, 
were discussed, as well as issues were ana-
lysed on how the person reacts, when the oth-
er one is drastically different, and whether it 
is possible to control the reaction. They also 
identify the notion of friend, realize the diffi-
culties of Auggie's friends, describe Auggie 
as a friend, and so on. 

The organization of meetings with peers 
is a critical component because not all the 
schools carry out inclusive education in Ar-
menia; hence, the children do not always have 
experience interacting with their peers with 
special needs. The accomplishment of this 
stage served as a base for research questions 
and the study. 

The research question was: 
 When to organize the meeting, before or 

after reading the book with the purpose of 
making bibliotherapy effective? 
With the intention of finding the answer 

for the first question, we formed two groups 
of 14-year old students, 15 participants for 
each group. In one of the groups (group A), 
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participants met children with special needs 
(peers) before reading the book and taking 
part in the discussions. The meeting was ef-
fective and full of positive emotions; the chil-
dren quickly got acquainted with their special 
needs peers and developed a warm relation-
ship. There was a long-lasting farewell, even 
some of the children wanted to go back after 
leaving and continue the interaction. 

The participants of the group B read the 
book at first and took part in the discussions; 
afterwards they met children with special 
needs. From the very beginning the children 
had hesitation with regard to the visit, they 
thought it would be emotionally difficult, 
some of them were excited during the meet-
ing.  

In order to explain the effectiveness of 
bibliotherapy in the two cases we examined 
the behaviour of the above-mentioned chil-
dren. Also, comparisons were examined of 
before and after scores on a self-esteem scale 
(Dembo-Rubinstein) as well as a value system 
scale (Rokeach Value Survey). 

 
Self-esteem measurement by the scale of  
Dembo-Rubinstein in the modification of  

A. M. Prichozhan. 
 

The methodology is based on direct as-
sessment (scaling) of a number of personal 
characteristics of students, such as health, 
abilities, character, and so on. The ones being 
examined are offered to mark by certain signs 
the level of development of the above men-
tioned qualities they have on vertical lines (a 
measure of self-esteem) and the level of 

claims, i.e. the development level of the same 
qualities that they would be satisfied with. 
Each of them is offered a methodology form, 
containing instructions and assignments.  
 

Accomplishment of the research 
 

Instructions: "Everyone appreciates his/ 
her abilities, capabilities, nature and etc. The 
development level of each quality, aspect of 
human personality can be divided to represent 
a vertical line, the lower point of which will 
symbolize the lowest development level, and 
the top - the highest one. You are offered sev-
en such lines. They mean: 

 health; 
 intelligence, abilities; 
 character; 
 reputation among peers; 
 the ability to do many things with your 

hands, capable hands; 
 appearance;  
 self-confidence. 

Mark by a hyphen (-) on each line, how 
you assess the development of that quality, 
the sides of your personality at a particular 
time. After that, put a cross (x) mark, men-
tioning the level of development of these 
qualities, sides, you would be satisfied with or 
would feel proud of yourself.  

The one being examined is given a form, 
showing seven lines, the height of each one is 
100 mm, with an indication of the top, bottom 
and middle points of the scale. The upper and 
the lower points are marked by notable 
stripes, the middle one – by a barely visible 
dot. 
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Processing and interpretation of the results 
 

Parameter 
Quantitative characteristics (score)  

low average high Very high 

The level of claims  Less than 60 60-74 75-89 90-100 

The level of self-esteem  Less than 45 45-59 60-74 75-100 

 
For revealing the important values for the 

child, the latter is given a list of values, with-
out enumeration, and he/she is asked to enu-
merate them according to their importance. 

 
According to Dembo-Rubinstein scale, 

children where asked about both their actual 
self-esteem and its desired level. It is as-
sumed, that in this way the level of individual 
claims can be estimated. The aim of the fol-
lowing research is to assess the correlation 
between the actual and desired levels of self-
esteem and on this basis to draw the conclu-
sion concerning the usefulness of this modifi-
cation of the method. 

By the application of children from 
group A of Dembo-Rubinstein Method, it 
turned out, that after the experiment there was 
a significant increase in self-esteem of physi-
cal and mental health, decrease in health care, 
which means, that the child had real assess-
ment of his/her possibilities. 

There was an increase of self-esteem 
with regard to abilities, authorship, happiness, 
appearance, and self-confidence as well. It is 
evident from the results, that the experiment 
was successful and effective for the children’s 
emotional state and self-esteem. 

It was obvious, that there was a decrease 
in self-esteem of physical and mental health, 
as well as happiness of children from group 
B.  

With the purpose of revealing the chang-
es in value system of the same children, M. 
Rokeach Value Survey was applied. The chil-
dren were given a list of values, and they had 
to enumerate the values according to their im-
portance. It is well known, that the value sys-
tem, as a complex personality structure, is less 
likely subject to change, though before and 
after the experiment, there were changes even 
in it. 

Before reading the book and meeting 
peers with special needs, the children of 
group A gave importance to health /95%/, 
happy family life /44%/, wisdom /20%/, love 
/16 %/. 

After reading the book and meeting with 
peers with special needs, health /97%/ and 
happy family life /31%/ remained as im-
portant values, but the presence of good and 
loyal friends was given importance to as well 
/26%/. 

Before reading the book and meeting 
peers with special needs, the children of 
group B mentioned health /93%/, the presence 
of good and loyal friends /29%/, happy family 
life /21,4%/. 

After reading and the visit, health / 98%/, 
the presence of good and loyal friends 
/36,5%/ and happy family life /18%/ remained 
as important values, but the children gave im-
portance to self-confidence as well /15%/. 
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Conclusion 
 
Hence, we come to the conclusion that 

bibliotherapy is effective, especially if meet-
ing and interacting with children with special 
needs before reading the book. The supposed 
reasons for this fact are the following:  

 When reading the book, the child imagi-
nes the one with special needs as ideal, 
that is why meeting the latter causes dis-
appointment. 

 When reading the book, the child identi-
fies himself with the personage, hence af-
ter reading, the meeting gives rise to neg-
ative emotions. 

 Meeting the children with special needs 
before reading the book gives rise to the 
child’s emotions and empathy, though 
reading the book supports in caring and 
focusing on the individual’s inner world, 
strengths and potential, hence the book 
has positive impact, and the attitude to-
wards these children is positive as well. 
As a matter of fact, effective bibliothera-

py is carried out in this case. 
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