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Abstract 

 As American schools become increasingly diverse, teachers often lack the 

resources to evaluate, select, and provide their students with diverse literary media. 

Research has shown that diverse literature not only increases students' positive views of 

their own culture but also promotes cultural learning and academic success. The study 

aims to support elementary teachers striving to develop their own culturally responsive 

classroom libraries by curating a research-based infographic guide. 

 This project is inspired by existing research on culturally responsive pedagogy. 

Methods include a review of the existing literature and semi-structured interviews with 

nine elementary teachers from three different Tennessee counties about the challenges, 

requirements, evaluation, and selection processes they face when creating their classroom 

libraries. 
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List of Terms 

Culturally Responsive Teaching: The use of the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, 

frames of reference, and performance style of ethnically diverse students to make 

learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: An educational framework that utilizes the 

implementation of cultural identities of students, their experiences, and lifestyles into the 

classroom learning environment. 
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Introduction 

 The goal of this action research thesis is to develop an infographic style 

infographic guide for elementary educators on building a culturally responsive classroom 

library (See Appendix A). Culturally responsive teaching is defined as “using the cultural 

knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance style of ethnically 

diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” 

(Gay, 2010). I have synthesized literature to provide criteria for teachers evaluating books 

for their libraries, collected data through interviews with current elementary educators, 

and focused on creating an award book recommendation list that represents multiple 

races, ethnicities, cultures, abilities/disabilities, and socioeconomic statuses. This 

infographic infographic guide will be useful for K-5 teachers in any classroom at various 

types of schools. Due to the current heightened political climate, the books included may 

be considered controversial in certain areas across the United States, but their status is 

noted in the recommendation list if relevant. 

Literature Review 

 Although the political climate in the United States has created controversy around 

diversity, equity, and inclusion, educational researchers have a broad consensus regarding 

the importance of valuing diversity in schools (AERA, 2025). It is vital that students 

learn that differences are not always a bad thing and that they see themselves reflected in 

the media presented to them (Bishop, 1990). Introducing literature in this manner is an 

example of engaging in Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. According to Ladson-Billings 

(1995), students must learn about topics that matter to them to achieve academic success, 

value aspects of their own culture to develop cultural competence and feel empowered to 
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respond to the injustices in their immediate communities and beyond. By being 

introduced to age-appropriate literature that represents social minorities in their 

community and the world, students can be pushed towards academic success that affirms 

their own culture while also expanding their cultural knowledge and awareness of the 

world. Research on the impact of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy on student reading 

outcomes has found that students’ insights into themselves and others increased both 

within and outside their own culture (Duke et al., 2021).  

 Sims Bishop’s (1990) concept of children’s literature as “windows, mirrors, and 

sliding glass doors” offers a strong conceptual argument for the importance of diverse 

media in classroom libraries. Children can get a glimpse of the differences of other 

cultures that make them so important. When children read books that depict characters 

like them, whether by race, language, or lifestyle, they can begin to see themselves 

interacting with society in ways they may have never deemed attainable. Research by 

Fleming et al. (2025) suggests that when children interact with urban children’s literature 

that mirrors their personal experiences, it can increase literacy engagement by leveraging 

students’ funds of knowledge and allowing them to share their lives. Children’s literature 

has the ability to be a gateway to an increase in desire to and enjoyment of reading if 

effectively used in this way.  

Children’s literature can also be used to fight lingering stereotypes. Derman-

Sparks (2016) provides well-crafted guidelines for balancing aspects of representation in 

a classroom setting. Guidelines include avoiding tokenism, stereotypical illustrations, and 

loaded words. They also include representing own-voice authors, children, and adults 
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who strive to make positive changes, and empowering all students, not just a select few. 

Culturally responsive children’s literature may also increase feelings of belonging in 

students. Digital Promise, a nonprofit organization focused on equal learner opportunity, 

suggests that students with a strong ethnic or racial identity may have a “buffer” against 

the negative impact of discrimination on their social and emotional well-being (n.d.). 

Since children’s literature serves as a mirror for students to develop strong, positive 

views of their own culture and identity, it may also help increase feelings of belonging or 

inclusion in classroom environments. 

 While diversity in children’s literature is increasing slowly, there is still a lack of 

representation that needs to be addressed. According to statistics from the Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center (CCBC) in an article by staff from the School Library Journal 

(2024), out of 3,491 books received, 40% had a BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People 

of Color) primary subject or main character. This percentage may sound appropriate; 

however, books with a White (28%) or animal (20%) primary subject or main character 

account for a larger share than books that include diverse representation. Another 

startling realization is that books with a Black or African main character or primary 

subject are not even half of the percentage of books with White characters fulfilling the 

same role.  

Although diversity in children’s literature publications is slowly increasing, these 

books do not seem to be making their way into classrooms. Of the twenty most common 

books found in Tennessee classroom libraries, all authors were white, half were male, and 

half were female; in terms of racial and gender identity, 55% of main characters were 
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white, 35% anthropomorphic (animals with human characteristics), 10% black, 35% 

male, and 30% female (DaSilva et al., 2025).  The same research found that more 

“challenging” themes, such as racial inequalities, socioeconomic disparities, and 

gender/sexual identities, are largely absent in Tennessee classroom libraries. The 

Tennessee Age-Appropriate Materials Act of 2022 requires the publication of lists of 

classroom library content and has the power to deem books unacceptable for classroom 

use (Tennessee General Assembly, 2022). This, along with accessibility issues, will be 

examined as proposed barriers to teachers, including culturally responsive literature in 

their classroom libraries. 

 As an elementary education major, I have experience with children’s literature 

and knowledge of its importance. Additionally, as a white female who grew up in schools 

that lacked racial diversity, coming to a more diverse area such as Rutherford County to 

learn to teach, I have recognized my own lack of knowledge when it comes to 

incorporating age-appropriate materials that celebrate people who are different from me. 

Since I plan to use the knowledge and wisdom I gain from compiling this infographic 

guide to help my future students better understand one another and to ignite awareness of 

the social changes that need to take place, this project has been well worth my time and 

effort as an honors student and future elementary educator. 

Thesis Statement 

 This project argues that teachers can foster cultural affirmation and curiosity by 

creating a classroom library that highlights the cultures present in the classroom and the 

world. To support this claim, this action research thesis provides elementary educators 
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with an easy-to-understand, practical infographic guide to developing their own culturally 

responsive classroom libraries. The infographic guide provides insights from educators, 

evaluation criteria for diverse children’s books, recommended book lists, and practical 

funding resources. While research on culturally relevant and responsive teaching methods 

is established, teachers across the country lack easy access to these methods in a 

synthesized resource that bridges research and classroom application. The final project is 

useful for K-5 teachers as it includes a wide variety of perspectives and methods for 

classroom library curation. It also benefits their students by giving them opportunities to 

expand their knowledge and curiosity about their own culture and cultural differences in 

society. 

Research Questions 

  The research questions guiding this project are as follows: 

1. What supports and barriers do elementary classroom teachers currently 

experience when creating a classroom library? 

2. What factors shape elementary teachers' decisions to include books in their 

classroom libraries? 

3. How do teachers conceptualize culturally responsive literature? 

4. What resources have teachers previously used to construct their classroom 

library? 

Methods 

 The infographic guide includes personal reflections from current elementary 

educators from three Tennessee counties on their experiences with designing classroom 
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libraries. The data from these reflections were obtained from interviews: eight conducted 

online via Zoom and one by phone due to Zoom technology issues, with transcripts 

transcribed using Otter.ai. IRB approval for these interviews was obtained on October 

27th, 2025. The original sampling method was snowball sampling, a nonprobability 

sampling method that begins with an initial hand-selected group of participants who then 

refer the researcher to additional potential data sources (Dudovskiy, 2019). The three 

initial participants were selected by my advisor and me from the three selected counties. 

After their interviews were conducted, these participants would have referred me to 

another teacher in their county. This was supposed to continue until a total of nine 

interviews were conducted. However, due to non-response issues, only one of the nine 

interviewees (11.11%) was contacted through snowball sampling. The other eight were 

contacted directly by me, or by faculty members in the College of Education at MTSU. 

 My interviewing method was interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). 

IPA interview structure has the benefit of not explicitly telling one what to ask, but how 

to manage the questioning process (Bevan, 2014). IPA interviewing is conceptually 

linked to phenomenology, which argues that the identity of an experience appears in 

different modes and has multiple ways of experiencing (Sokolowski 2000, as cited in 

Bevan 2014). This is especially helpful for this project, as single questions are not 

adequate for the data that needs to be collected. The phenomenological method enabled 

me to explore multiple educators' points of view while structuring the interview to 

accommodate participants' natural attitudes, foster critical, reflexive self-dialogue, and 

promote active listening (Bevan, 2014).  
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I developed a semi-structured interview protocol following the processes and 

question types described by Bhattacharya (2017). One concern with conducting this type 

of interview is that interviewees may be asked questions that may feel uncomfortable, 

leading them to choose not to self-disclose (Smith & Osborn, 2007). The semi-structured 

nature is intended to promote natural conversations that lead to authentic answers to 

questions interviewees may otherwise feel uncomfortable answering. A sample size of 

nine is adequate, as IPA studies are designed to include small samples due to the lengthy 

process of detailed transcript analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2007). 

One of the most important parts of this data collection was having an interview 

script (see Appendix B) with potential follow-up questions. Analyzing the transcripts was 

essential to compiling the infographic guide, and a thematic analysis was deemed most 

appropriate for this project as it allows for easy pattern identification across interviewees. 

 Naeem et al. (2023) describe a 6-step method for conducting a thematic analysis 

of an interview script as follows. The first step was to transcribe and familiarize yourself 

with the data. This revealed trends and themes within the responses, making it easier to 

organize data. The next step was to take the identified themes and make them into 

keywords. This helped me summarize interviewees' perspectives and experiences in 

simple terms. The third step was creating codes, short words or phrases, with the help of 

the previously identified keywords. These codes express the main idea of the segment of 

data to which they were assigned. Then, themes were developed by grouping the codes 

into clusters that carry “patterned meanings that link the research questions and data” 

(Naeem et al., 2023). Through conceptualization, the study seeks to understand and 

interpret concepts derived from the data. These interpretations were to be of high quality 
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and carry significant meaning. Finally, a conceptual model was developed that 

culminates the findings of the research. This model infographic guided the development 

of the final infographic guide's sections. 

 Through thematic analysis, the data from these interviews directly shaped the 

final infographic guide. The practical infographic guide includes a section that addresses 

the questions: What supports and barriers do elementary classroom teachers currently 

experience when creating a classroom library? What factors shape elementary teachers' 

decisions to include books in their classroom libraries? How do teachers conceptualize 

culturally responsive literature? The answers to these questions are informed by data 

from the IPA interviews, providing other educators with applicable insight into how they 

can better support their students' cultural knowledge through revisions to their own 

classroom libraries. 

 The infographic guide also includes book recommendations gathered from a 

variety of sources, including teachingforchange.org, the American Library Association, 

and interviewees. Along with the recommendations, a checklist is provided to help 

teachers select books for their classroom libraries. This checklist was developed by me 

but takes inspiration from previously curated checklists (see Appendix C; Harper & 

Brand, 2010; National Education Association, 2024; Office of Head Start National Center 

on Cultural and Linguistic Responsiveness, n.d.). These sources emphasize similar key 

criteria that a book must include or exclude to be considered culturally responsive. Some 

of these criteria include avoiding stereotyping, representing diverse people groups, and 
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the author's background. The infographic also includes practical, cost-effective resources 

for funding diverse books for classroom libraries. 

 The final infographic guide has been included in Appendix A. Digital copies have 

been produced to enable easy, accessible distribution (access to digital copies here). 

These have also been distributed to participants through email. The infographic guide 

will be available to be distributed through the College of Education’s social media 

platforms 

Findings 

 After conducting the semi-structured interviews, the qualitative data excerpts 

were analyzed through the use of thematic analysis. The following section details the key 

characteristics of the interviewees and the four major themes identified in the data 

excerpts. Each theme is then further discussed in relation to the study’s guiding research 

questions. 

 The nine interviewees were given pseudonyms to prevent any privacy breaches. 

The participants had a wide range of years of experience in the education field, with the 

least experience being two first-year teachers and the most being a teacher with 30 years 

of experience. Teachers working in each elementary level were interviewed, with some 

overlap in third and fourth grade. Each participant currently teaches in one of three 

Tennessee counties. The counties have also received numbers for privacy purposes. As 

shown below, Table 1 provides an organized overview of each interviewee. 

https://canva.link/jedafprahxhczr4
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics 

Teacher Pseudonym # of Years Teaching Current Grade District 

Ms. Moore 6 4th 1 

Ms. Johnson 17 3rd 1 

Ms. White 30 2nd 3 

Ms. Ahmed 1 4th 2 

Ms. Garcia 12 4th 2 

Ms. Hamilton 21 K 3 

Ms. Wilson 17 3rd 3 

Ms. Armond 3 1st 2 

Ms. Richards 1 5th 1 

 

 The transcripts of the nine interviews were analyzed using 24 thematic codes (see 

Appendix D). In total, 278 excerpts were identified, along with 365 code applications. 

Some excerpts received multiple codes. After reviewing the excerpts and code 

frequencies, the codes were condensed into four key themes. These themes are valuing 

classroom libraries, previously used resources, out-of-pocket expenses, and obstacles to 

students engaging with texts. 
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 Through the process of reviewing excerpts, it was clear that teachers in Tennessee 

value diversity being present in their classroom libraries. All interviewees found value 

and importance in having a classroom library that represents their students and other 

cultures. Ms. Ahmed stated: 

Obviously, I think it's wildly important. I think it's greatly important, because not 

only do students need to be able to see their own cultures reflected in the books 

that they read, but it's also important for students to see other cultures. Because 

children learn not only through, like, words on a page, right? They learn through 

experiences. They learn through the things that they go through in life and the 

media that they consume. So, ensuring that all students are exposed to all cultures 

is important for their overall development. 

 This quote reveals a common belief held by teachers. Teachers recognized that for 

students to be well-rounded individuals, they need to engage with media that makes them 

feel seen and introduces them to people who are different from them. This, in turn, 

suggests that the importance of high-quality, diverse literature may compel teachers to 

provide these texts for their students to benefit from. In their experience, teachers also 

found that diverse classroom libraries aid in fostering a culture of respect in classrooms. 

44.44% of teachers specifically mentioned respect in their interviews. Ms. Johnson noted: 

And I think that that is super important and necessary, because if we can teach 

children at this grade level to respect differences, we won't have the mess going 

on right now that's going on. You change it from the classroom, not from outside. 
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 This teacher strongly believes that many of the world's problems stem from a lack 

of respect, also suggesting that teachers play a vital role in students learning the concept 

of respect, and this starts in their classrooms.  As students engage with texts that 

represent themselves and their peers, they can begin to appreciate the differences between 

themselves and others. When people can understand each other, their beliefs, and their 

abilities, conflicts may become easier to resolve.  

 A second theme identified was the use of previously identified resources. Both 

first-year and veteran teachers were able to give examples of resources that they had used 

to build up their classroom libraries. 100% of participants provided at least one resource 

they used to add books to their classroom library. It is important that teachers are aware 

of the resources that they can access, so this finding was considered key. Teachers used 

donations from families and colleagues, professional development opportunities, 

organizations such as Read to Succeed and Cassidy Cares, and online sources such as 

Epic. Additionally, many school districts provide teachers with a classroom budget to 

purchase classroom resources. Ms. Johnson spoke on the use of classroom budgets 

enthusiastically:  

Yes, my district provides teachers with money, and the PCO gives us money in a 

special account that we can spend. And so, we are allowed to go into the 

Scholastic Book Fair and spend moneys. And that's where I get a lot of my 

diverse books from. 

 These allocated funds allow teachers to make their own decisions about which 

books to include in their classroom libraries. If teachers relied solely on donations and 
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other resources, they would have much less say over which books they want in their 

classrooms. By using classroom budgets to purchase books for their classroom libraries, 

teachers can also ensure that their students’ interests are represented in the available 

literature. 

 A third key theme derived from the analysis was out-of-pocket expenses. The 

participants made it clear that outside resources and classroom budgets can only be 

stretched so far. 66.66% of teachers identified that buying books for their classroom 

library with their personal funds is a barrier to building a classroom library. Ms. Ahmed, 

a first-year teacher, explained, “… it was really stressful at the beginning of the year 

because I didn't have literally any money to buy books for my library.” Luckily for Ms. 

Ahmed, she was able to obtain around 100 books from the school librarian while she was 

throwing some books out. However, many teachers do not stumble across this luck. 

Because of this, it is vital that all teachers are made aware of the resources that were 

mentioned previously. One of the three teachers who did not mention issues with relying 

on their own funds, Ms. Wilson, encouraged teachers who are early in their careers: 

Take those donations when they're available … don't spend, you know, a ton of 

your own money doing it, because it's easy to do, especially your first few years. 

It's so easy to just say, well, that's how I have to buy it, but you know, depend on 

others. Ask when you know teachers retiring, or you know that if you know a 

former teacher, ask if they have any literature. I would say, just go look for it and 

don't be in a hurry. 
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 Veteran teachers may better understand the benefits of using other resources 

before resorting to their own money to add books to their classroom libraries. Many new 

educators leave higher education, excited to be in the classroom with their first group of 

students. Because of this, they may feel they have to have perfect classroom on the first 

day, making it tempting to buy a plethora of brand-new, diverse books.  

 The final key finding from the analysis of the interview transcripts is the obstacles 

students face in engaging with text. Many external factors can interfere with students' 

ability or desire to engage with diverse texts. One of these is teacher biases. 55.55% of 

the participants indicated that they would not include certain books due to their own 

preferences. Four of the five participants who discussed this specifically mentioned their 

preference to exclude books with LGBTQIA+ themes. Three of those four currently teach 

in the same school district. This may reveal a potential community bias against 

conversations or matters that involve LGBTQIA+ topics. Ms. Armond gave this as her 

reasoning: 

… so anything that's like related to sexuality, I try not to include just because I 

think that's the parents, you know, parents or family members. I try and leave that 

to them, because I don't think that's my job as a teacher.  

 This personal preference directly affects the media students engage with in their 

classrooms, as it excludes certain content from the classroom library. This, along with 

other teachers' personal preferences, can be considered an external barrier to students' 

access to diverse books. Students’ own biases can also hinder their desire to engage with 
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different texts. 44.44% of the interviewees reported having experience dealing with 

student biases. The most specific example came from Ms. Ahmed: 

I think the only negative reaction that I've had come from a student that was 

reading a book about women coding or something. And he was just like, said 

something about women and how they- women can't do this. Men should do this 

or something. And so it was a whole conversation about that. 

 These biases may potentially prevent students from engaging in classroom 

discussion about diversity. Students may also be more likely to dismiss a book containing 

diversity when they hold these biases. When situations like these arise, many teachers 

take personal responsibility to have mature conversations with students to explain how 

harmful biases can be to a classroom environment. These conversations can be 

emotionally taxing on teachers due to the complexity of administration and parental 

opinions. To avoid these difficult conversations, some teachers choose not to include 

books they find inappropriate for the classroom. Ms. Wilson stated, “I would only have 

things that I know are good for kids.” This effectively shows that teacher and student bias 

can overlap and co-occur. Additionally, some teachers may feel the need to avoid certain 

books to avoid conflict with parents. 33.33% of participants reported personally 

experiencing parental disapproval. Ms. Garcia spoke about a curriculum book that 

received parental criticism: 

… when we first implemented this new ELA curriculum that we use now, there 

was a parent that was upset over one of the books that we read … it's called 
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Nazarene Secret School. It's about a little girl in Afghanistan and how, like, little 

girls are no longer able to go to school or to learn and things like that. 

 When authority figures push back against diverse literature, students can face 

challenges accessing these books. Additionally, it can reasonably be inferred that parental 

figures' attitudes and biases influence students' biases. This could lead to more biases 

entering the classroom, disrupting the previously established atmosphere of respect. 

When parents take these strides, books can become excluded at the district or state level. 

Ms. Hamilton shared four titles of books that had been censored from her school library. 

These titles are The Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, Princess Boy by Cheryl 

Kilodavis, Mommy, Mama, and Me by Lesléa Newman, and the comic book series   

Lumberjanes by Shannon Watters. The Long Way Down covers topics such as gun 

violence and poverty, while the other three titles include LGBTQIA+ content. While 

these books may not have been excluded by a classroom teacher, censorship at any level 

can lead students to miss out on opportunities to learn about others or life experiences 

that differ from their own. 

 These four key findings directly address the research questions. Examining the 

excerpts allowed for connections to be made between the data and the desired answers. 

Some of these key themes address more than one research question, and they all help 

highlight real teacher life experiences. 

 Research question one focused on the supports and barriers teachers face in 

developing their classroom libraries. This data identified common resources teachers use 

to create a classroom library, such as classroom budgets, non-profit organizations, and 
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colleagues. Teachers also frequently discussed barriers in creating their classroom 

libraries, including funding, bias, and parental disapproval, which also addresses question 

one. 

 Research question two examined the factors that shape teachers’ decisions to 

include or exclude books from their classroom libraries. These interviews revealed that 

personal biases can strongly influence what they include or exclude in their classroom 

libraries.  

 Question three asked how teachers view and understand culturally responsive 

literature. An analysis of the responses revealed that all participants found culturally 

responsive literature valuable for representing their students, introducing them to other 

cultures, and helping them become well-rounded people. Some teachers also viewed 

culturally responsive literature to foster respect among students. 

 Question four explored the resources that teachers have used in the past to build 

up their classroom libraries. Similar to question two, the interviews revealed a variety of 

strategies to build their libraries, including professional development courses, colleagues, 

donations, and others. 

 When considered together, these four key findings highlight how the current 

themes in the participant interviews address the guiding research questions of this study. 

This effectively highlights teacher experience in developing classroom libraries. 
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Limitations & Implications 

Though this study successfully examines and analyzes teachers' relationships and 

opinions toward diverse classroom libraries, several limitations must be considered. By 

defining the present limitations, the scope of the study can be better determined. The 

largest limitation of this study was my inability to implement snowball sampling and 

instead rely on convenience sampling. The original design for this study was to have the 

selected teachers (one from each county) provide references to contact for interviews. 

The first issue was a lack of response from teachers who were reached out to by email. 

This could possibly be due to message quarantining through their district emails. Another 

issue may have been the timing of the teachers' contact. Teachers were first contacted in 

November. At this time of year, elementary schools become busy with Thanksgiving 

break and preparing for the end of the semester. Additional teachers were emailed in 

January, but at this time of the year, teachers are busy reteaching classroom behaviors 

and reacclimating students to the school environment. When teachers completed their 

interviews, they were asked to provide any colleague contacts who may be interested in 

participating in the study. Of the contacts received, only two responded, and only one 

interview was conducted. If this study were replicated, it would be advisable to use a 

different sampling method to reduce the need for manual participant selection. 

Convenience sampling could introduce unintentional bias into the collected data, as the 

selected participants were all previously known to faculty members or me at the College 

of Education at MTSU. 
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 Additionally, this study interviewed teachers through Zoom, keeping the 

interviewer from seeing the classroom libraries to their full extent. Using Zoom made it 

easy to implement Otter.ai’s Notetaker, an AI software that transcribes audio and 

separates the dialogue by speaker. When recording more than one voice in person or 

without Zoom, which doesn't recognize which participant is speaking, the transcript can 

become easily distorted, with dialogue misplaced. However, without visiting the 

teachers’ classroom libraries, the interviewer must rely solely on the descriptions they 

provide in their interviews. Some teachers provide more detailed information, while 

others only offer generalized responses. Of the nine participants, only two moved their 

cameras to show the details of their classroom libraries. If the researcher were to be in 

person, they could collect photos, multiple book titles, and note any features overlooked 

by the participants. If replicated, it is highly recommended that the researcher visit the 

classroom library in person, even if the interview is conducted via Zoom. This would 

provide them with more detailed data to work with. 

 A final limitation of this study was that participants were interviewed only once. 

A single interview can provide the researcher with high-quality information, but a series 

of interviews that build on one another can help the researcher identify more precise 

themes. If replicated, it is suggested that each participant be interviewed four times. Each 

interview would be centered around one of the research questions. When completed, the 

researcher may find it easy to cross-reference interviews, as they will be organized by 

topic. Additionally, this may be easier for participants, as they only have to focus on one 

main topic during each interview rather than multiple complex topics in the same sitting. 
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 These limitations notwithstanding, the findings provide critical insight into how 

teachers value culturally diverse classroom libraries, the resources they use, and the 

support and barriers they face. With these findings in mind, teachers should consider their 

classroom environments and the support their students need to counter their personal 

biases. One suggestion is to find literature that combines both diversity and students’ 

interests. This may lead students to be more willing to select a book that includes themes 

they are biased against. Teachers can also do a “book highlight of the week,” in which 

they select a diverse book and give a quick, but detailed, review. They should make these 

books seem interesting and worthwhile. These ideas may help establish the classroom 

norm of respect, which, in turn, supports behavior maintenance and a welcoming, safe 

classroom. 

 From this study, school districts may consider how they can help teachers become 

more aware of the resources available to them. Like the infographic produced by this 

research, the district administration could compile a monthly newsletter detailing any 

new grants or funding opportunities that teachers may not be aware of. In this newsletter, 

a new organization or non-profit organization that has free or inexpensive books could be 

spotlighted each month. Additionally, teachers who are clearing out their classroom 

libraries or retiring could submit their contact information for any other teachers to use in 

the future. By doing this, administrators can support their teachers by showing that they 

care about the texts their students have available to them, as well as helping them identify 

any resources they may be unfamiliar with. 
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 This research and its findings suggest that classroom libraries with diverse 

representation are essential to student development. Teachers have identified that diverse 

literature helps students to become familiar with cultures unlike their own and puts them 

on a path to becoming respectful adults. Though not promised, this can put them on track 

for success in life, which many teachers hope for their students. 

 This study opens many avenues for further research. One suggested study would 

be a longitudinal study on the academic outcomes of students who had access to quality, 

diverse books versus those who did not. This study could track the academic data of 

students from a school district well known for its diversity and inclusion, as well as from 

one that is not. A second study could be a student-focused phenomenological research 

study. This could resemble the semi-structured interview method used in this study, but 

with research questions better suited to young students. A final study that could be 

conducted could be similar to this one, but with a much larger sample pool that compares 

regions of the United States rather than just Tennessee. 

Conclusion 

 As diversity in education remains an ever-present, controversial conversation in 

the United States, teachers are continually challenged to adequately represent their 

students and the broader world in their classroom libraries. Using phenomenological 

research through semi-structured interviews and thematic coding, this study explored 

how teachers think about cultural responsiveness, the resources they know are available 

to them, and the internal and external barriers and supports they face in creating a diverse 

classroom library. 
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 This study identified four key themes through the analysis of participant interview 

transcripts. One of these findings was that elementary teachers value classroom libraries 

that represent their students. This leads to a second key finding: there are common 

resources that Tennessee teachers use to diversify their classroom libraries and access 

high-quality texts. Though these resources may be available, a third finding found that 

teachers frequently spend their own money to ensure their students have access to books 

they believe are important for them to read. The idea of choosing books they personally 

believe are good for students segues into the final finding: student biases, teacher bias, 

parental disapproval, and the exclusion of books can pose barriers to students' full access 

to diverse texts. 

 This research was worthwhile, as it provides a general overview of common 

patterns in the conceptualization of cultural responsiveness and reflectivity among 

elementary educators in Tennessee. The implications of this study show that steps can be 

taken in the lives of teachers and administrators to better ensure that students have access 

to texts proven to improve their academic success rates. 

 As the topic of diversity and its role in education continues to provoke diverse 

stances, it is important that researchers continue to examine how teachers, students, and 

parents conceptualize diverse media in the classroom. Continued growth in understanding 

of this subject will ensure that students receive a quality education that not only develops 

them academically but also molds them into socially aware and respectful adults. 
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Appendix B 

Semi-Structured Interview Script 

INTERVIEW SCRIPT — DEVELOPING A CULTURALLY REFLECTIVE 

CLASSROOM LIBRARY 

 Participant ID: ___ 

 Date: __________ 

 Recording Consent Given: Yes / No 

 Mode: In-person / Zoom / Phone 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 Hi! Thank you for being here. I’ll be asking you a few questions about your 

classroom library, focusing on how you think about culture, representation, and 

student engagement. Feel free to take your time. Let's begin. 

 

SECTION 1: Background and Context 

1. How long have you been teaching? 

[Participant Response] 

2. What grade do you currently teach? 

[Participant Response] 

3. Have you taught any other grades? 

[Participant Response] 

4. What school districts have you worked in? 

[Participant Response] 
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5. Describe to me your current classroom library content. (DQ) 

[Participant Response] 

6. Approximately, how many books are in your classroom library? 

[Participant Response] 

7. Walk me through any organization systems you have in place for the books in 

your classroom library. (MTQ) 

[Participant Response] 

 

  

SECTION 2: Current Library Content 

8. Can you paint me a picture of what your current classroom library looks like? 

This could be décor, organization, or any other pieces you believe to be 

important. (MTQ) 

[Participant Response] 

9. Tell me about the types of books that are most common in your classroom library. 

(DQ) 

[Participant Response] 

10. What about the types of books that are the least common in your classroom 

library? (CQ) 

[Participant Response] 

11. What percentage of your classroom library uses visual illustrations in books? 

[Participant Response] 

12. Describe to me what cultures are present in your classroom libraries. (DQ) 
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[Participant Response] 

- potential follow up: On the other hand, are there any cultures that you can think of 

off the top of your head that are not represented adequately in your classroom 

library? (CQ) 

13. Can you provide some examples of these books that are in your classroom? (EQ) 

[Participant Response] 

14. Walk me through a typical experience when deciding if a book will be included 

in your classroom library or not. (MTQ) 

[Participant Response] 

 

SECTION 3: Representation and Cultural Relevance 

15. Describe to me what the terms “culturally reflective” and “culturally 

responsive” mean to you with the consideration to your classroom library. 

(DQ) 

 [Participant Response] 

Potential follow up: During higher education, how frequently were these terms, or 

similar terms, taught or mentioned? 

16. Tell me, in what ways do you believe it is or is not important for students to see 

cultures, identities, and life experiences that identify with in the books that 

they read? (DQ) 

 [Participant Response] 
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17. In what ways have you seen students positively react or respond to literature 

that reflects their own culture or other cultures in society? 

 [Participant Response] 

18. On the other side of this question, can you think of any instances where students 

have negatively reacted or responded to a lack of literature that reflects their 

own culture or other cultures in society? (CQ) 

[Participant Response] 

19. Describe the shift of opinions, either of students’ families or administration, 

towards any pushes for diversity in the media students consume at school 

from the beginning of your career until now? (SGTQ) 

[Participant Response] 

 

  

SECTION 4: Challenges and Barriers 

20. Tell me about a time you faced challenges such as access, funding, or 

administration support in creating a classroom library, or more specifically, 

if possible, a culturally diverse classroom library. (DQ) 

[Participant Response] 

21. What are the easiest cultures, identities, and/or life experiences to represent in 

your classroom library? 

[Participant Response] 

22. Are there any cultures, identities, and/or life experiences that are more difficult 

to represent in your classroom library? 
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[Participant Response] 

Potential follow up: Are there any reasons you can identify that make these cultures 

harder to represent in your classroom? 

22. Can you tell me about any resources that have helped you to build your 

classroom library and how you utilized them? This can include professional 

development opportunities, grants, book lists, etc. (MTQ) 

[Participant Response] 

Potential follow up: (if having taught in multiple districts) Have you found that these 

resources are more readily available in some districts compared to others? 

 

SECTION 5: Support and Solutions 

23. In your opinion, what are some ways that schools and/or school districts could 

better support teachers in developing their own culturally reflective 

classroom libraries? 

[Participant Response] 

24. Do you utilize collaboration with colleagues, school librarians, or families when 

making book selections? 

[Participant Response] 

 

SECTION 6: Reflection and Advice 

25. If you could give one piece of advice to a teacher about creating a culturally 

responsive classroom library, what would it be? 

[Participant Response] 
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26. Describe to me any memorable moments or reactions from students related to 

reading diverse literature that are important to you. (DC) 

[Participant Response] 

 

SECTION 7: Wrap-Up 

27. Is there anything remaining that you would like to discuss that you believe is 

important or relevant to this topic? 

[Participant Response] 

28. Would you be open or willing to potentially review a draft of the infographic 

guide or give feedback on potential book selections in the future? 

[Participant Response] 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 Thank you for taking the time to complete this interview with me. Your 

responses will be transcribed and used only for the purposes of my honors thesis 

research. 
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Appendix C 

Sources to Inform Checklist 
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Appendix D 

Code and Code Definition Chart 
 
Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Avoidance of 
Stereotypes 

When teachers talk 
about avoiding 
stereotypes 

“I think a lot of books 
that are inclusive of 
different cultures are 
extremely rigid and how 
they present those 
cultures, and it's very 
stereotyped.” 

Barriers to Obtaining 
Books 

When teachers discuss 
things that hinder them 
from finding/obtaining 
culturally 
reflective/responsive 
books 

“… the barrier, a lot of 
times, is funding. And so 
I think that is something 
that we could definitely 
improve upon. And I 
know that's always the 
easy answer, but I think if 
we were more intentional 
about what we spend our 
money on and decide to 
allot books for, you know, 
because I just think, I 
think that making books 
accessible to students is 
important, but I think 
that if the books aren't 
accessible to teachers, 
then it's harder for the 
students to be able to 
have access to them …” 

Bilingual Text When educators have 
bilingual texts in their 
classroom libraries 

“There's a book that has 
part in Spanish and part 
in English, and I can't 
remember which one, 
because I've got a few, but 
students were reading it, 
and they were like, one of 
my Hispanic students 
was reading it, and he 
was like, oh, that's in 
Spanish. I can 
understand it.” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Books Discluded When teachers name 

topics or specific books 
they do not want/will 
not have in their 
classroom library 

“But again, I have to 
reiterate, I have no 
LGBTQIA+ in my library 
at all, and I don't have 
any Christian or anything 
that teaches religion of 
any sort in my library at 
all. It's a respect thing for 
me that's personal.” 

Difficult to Represent When teachers discuss 
cultures/life experiences 
that are harder to 
represent adequately 

“Some like black culture. 
So like, I have some 
Haitian students. It's 
extremely hard for me to 
find, um, Haitian texts or 
anything relative to their 
culture. I think that's the 
biggest one, just because 
I have a few students and 
they don't have any books 
that represent their 
culture.” 

Diversity When teachers have 
books that include 
cultures outside of those 
in the classroom/not 
specifically for a student 

“Oh, I'd say it's pretty 
diverse. I mean, we've 
got, I try to keep it to 
where most kids can find 
something they enjoy.” 

Empathy When teachers discuss 
the promotion or 
importance of empathy 

“And it's like we're setting 
them up to have more 
empathy by doing that, 
especially in today's 
climate, there's not a lot 
of empathy, and there's a 
lot of division. And by 
teaching them, hey, not 
everyone's like you, and 
that's okay. In fact, you 
might have something to 
learn from them. That's a 
lesson I'm always 
teaching them, and it's to 
make them better people. 
So it's the most 
important.” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Fears When teachers talk 

about fears in dealing 
with diversifying their 
classroom libraries 

“I think we're also in the 
middle of a time 
politically where teachers 
are being made to be 
afraid of what they put in 
their library. At the 
beginning of every year, 
we're told to catalog all of 
our books.” 

Funding Aids/Resources 
for Finding Books 

When teachers discuss 
resources that assist in 
funding books or 
obtaining books for their 
classroom library 

“Yes, we use, and I 
believe this is through 
our district we use a 
platform called Epic, and 
they, they provide quite a 
huge library of, of books, 
nonfiction and fiction 
books, lot of good picture 
books, and a lot of books 
that will read aloud to the 
kids, Which is huge for 
kindergarten, so the kids 
can actually, you know, 
browse books and choose 
one on their own and 
listen to it. So that's really 
nice.” 

Gaps When teachers identify 
gaps in their classroom 
library content or 
common gaps in 
classroom libraries as a 
whole 

“I don't have a single 
book in my library that 
talks about Hanukkah or 
like Jewish people, so 
that's a gap. So I'm like, 
I'm filling in the gap.” 

Importance When teachers 
discuss/state that 
diverse classroom 
libraries are 
important/say 
something is very 
important 

“It is top tier that they do. 
There is no other answer 
for it. It is necessary 
because it builds a well-
rounded human being 
who has respect for other 
cultures.” 

Included Books When teachers name 
books that they have in 
their classroom library, 
or discuss criteria to be 
met 

“Seeds of Change …” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Next Steps When teachers discuss 

how admin, parents, and 
communities can better 
support teachers in 
diversifying their 
classroom libraries, and 
in turn, benefit students 

“It could be great if they 
allowed so much, you 
know, funding per year 
to, to expand that and 
maybe, you know, find 
out the populations of 
each classroom, or each 
teacher knows their own 
population. And you 
know, if I know I have a 
child that I don't have 
representation for, would 
be great to have a certain 
fund every year to go 
toward that. Just expand 
it. And even if you don't 
have a new culture, 
maybe just expose them 
to a new culture, right?” 

Organization When teachers describe 
the 
structure/organization 
of their classroom 
libraries (book 
organization, layout, 
decor, etc.) 

“I do like a monthly book 
bin. And so right now it's 
March 3, but I have not 
moved my black history 
and my President's Day 
books.” 

Own Voice Author When teachers talk about 
including books written by 
authors of the culture/life 
experience 

“And so I really want to 
make sure I am putting 
books in my library that are 
written by people from 
those communities and that 
have firsthand experience 
with those communities, 
like we have books that are 
written from different 
Native American tribal 
leaders, who I think just 
obviously provide a much 
more firsthand account of 
what their community goes 
through. So just kind of 
looking at who wrote it.” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Parental Disapproval When teachers talk about 

push-back from parents of 
students 

“And I just think that the 
policing of books is crazy, 
and there's definitely been 
some of that, like we're 
reading a book right now in 
our book club that I do in 
our intervention time, and a 
mom called and said she 
wasn't happy that we were 
reading it because it said, 
like the word hell in it, or 
something. And it's just like 
the hyper sheltering people 
parents, they just don't want 
their kids to be exposed to 
anything, and then their kids 
are coddled, and it's just 
yeah.” 

Representation When teachers talk about 
the importance of having 
books in the classroom that 
match their students' 
cultures 

“I think that, like I said 
earlier, I think it's important 
that when kids see 
themselves in books, or if 
they see a representation of 
someone they love in a 
book, that they're more apt 
to read it.” 

Respect When teachers discuss the 
importance of having 
respect or teaching respect 

“But I think that it helps 
them build respect for other 
students in their classroom, 
and also helps them learn 
what is not respectful in the 
classroom.” 

SEL Inclusion When teachers discuss 
purposefully including 
books geared towards SEL 

“And so I have a lot of 
books about feelings and 
just how to manage feelings 
and reminding them that 
their feelings are valid. And 
just, how can we work 
through these together?” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Student Biases When teachers discuss 

addressing student biases 
“I think the only negative 
reaction that I've had came 
from a student that was 
reading a book about 
women coding or 
something. And he was just 
like, said something about 
… Women can't do this. 
Men should do this or 
something. And so it was a 
whole conversation about 
that.” 

Student Interests When teachers talk about 
considering student 
interests 

“I've got some fairy tales, 
just various things that 
students I know are 
interested in, and so, like, I 
try, and also, if I can thrift 
books that are students' 
interests. Like I have some 
students who love Sonic, 
some students who love 
Mario, some girls who love 
princesses, and things like 
that. And so I just want to 
make sure that there are 
books there that represent 
their interests, because I 
think that they'll be more apt 
to pick it up if they see 
something that they might 
enjoy.” 

Student Reactions 
(Positive) 

When teachers describe 
positive student reactions 
to diverse literature 

“The day that I got that 
book about the South 
Korean folk tale, I put it on 
my bookshelf, and my 
student literally bee-lined it 
for it, and had the biggest 
smile on his face, and was 
like, [Educator 001] What is 
this? And then he 
recognized the Korean 
writing on the inside, and he 
just felt seen.” 
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Code Title Code Definition Example Excerpt 
Teacher Biases When teachers discuss 

their own or other teachers' 
biases 

“Because of my belief and 
my faith, I filter a lot out 
because I don't. I don't want 
to. I don't want to open 
certain subjects and certain 
topics in my classroom for 
discussion. It's just not 
something I'm I want to do 
in my kindergarten class.” 

Disconfirming Evidence When the teacher shares 
a perspective on another 
code that differs from 
the patterns most 
prevalent in the data. 

(Difficult to Represent) 
“Now, I have had the only 
real culture I can think of 
that I've had, other than 
that, would be Russian. 
I've gotten several 
Russian or Ukrainian 
kids over the years. I say 
several, you know, I've 
had, probably had three 
or four over my career, 
but that might be a good 
idea to get something 
from their culture.” 
 
(Organization) “And then 
I would say, don't get 
overwhelmed with it. 
Sometimes less is more. I, 
at one point in my career, 
probably had 500 books 
in my classroom library, 
and it was, it was too 
much. There wasn't. 
There was a lot of 
quantity, not a lot of 
quality there. So, I would 
say, Be picky. You know, 
don't get overwhelmed. 
Go slow about it. You 
know, be intentional with 
your choices.” 
 
(Barriers to Obtaining 
Books) “I've never faced 
any challenges, not one.” 
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