


Books to help teach Ideas of Social Justice  

Compiled  by Sarah Ryder  

 

Acceptance of Others/Individuality: 

The Story of Ferdinand by Munro Leaf 

 LǘΩǎ hY ǘƻ ōŜ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ by Todd Parr 

Crazy Hair Day by Barney Saltzberg 

The Big Orange Splot by Daniel Pinkwater 

Tacky the Penguin series by Helen Lester and Lynn M. Munsinger 

I Like Me! by Nancy Carlson 

 The Sneetches and other Stories by Dr. Seuss 

The Sissy Duckling by Harvey Fierstein 

Kindness to Others: 

Down the Road by Alice Schertle and E.B. Lewis 

The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein  

The Grouchy Ladybug by Eric Carle 

Zen Shorts by Jon J. Muth 

Zen Ties by Jon J. Muth 

Kindness: A Treasury of Buddhist Wisdom for Children and Parents collected and adapted by  

Sarah Conover 

Those Shoes by Maribeth Boelts 

Environmental Awareness: 

Just Right by Lilian Moore (out of print) 

The Lorax by Dr. Seuss 



The Great Kapok Tree: A Tale of the Amazon Rain Forest by Lynne Cherry 

A Tree is Nice by Janice May Udry 

The Salamander Room by Anne Mazer 

Fireflies! By Julie Brinckloe 

²ŀƴƎŀǊƛΩǎ Trees of Peace by Jeanette Winter 

Understanding of Other Cultures: 

Masai and I by Virginia Kroll and Nancy Carpenter 

My Painted House, My Friendly Chicken, and Me by  Maya Angelou and Margaret Courtney-

Clark 

In the Heart of the Village: The World of the Indian Banyan Tree by Barbara Bash 

For you are a Kenyan Child by Kelly Cunnane  

My Little Round House by Bolormaa Baasansuren 

Saturday Market by Patricia Gross man and Enrique O. Sanchez 

The Dancing Dragon by Marcia Vaughan 

Developing Peace: 

The Peace Book  by Todd Parr 

Peace Crane by Sheila Hamanaka 

The Big Book for Peace written by Lloyd Alexander, edited by Ann Durell and Marilyn Sachs 

Yertle the Turtle by Dr. Seuss 

Butter Battle Book by Dr. Seuss 

What Does Peace Feel Like? By V. Radunsky 

14 Cows for America by Carmen Agra Deedy with Wilson Kimeli Naiyomah 

Gender and Families: 

And Tango Makes Three by Peter Parnell and Justin Richardson 



The Different Dragon by Jennifer Bryan 

The Family Book by Todd Parr 

9ƭŜƴŀΩǎ {ŜǊŜƴŀŘŜ by Campbell Geeslin  

Lƴ hǳǊ aƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ House by Patricia Polancco 

 

Economic Equality: 

 

Listen to the Wind, The Story of Dr. Greg and Three Cups Of Tea by Greg Mortenson and Susan 

L. Roth 

.ŜŀǘǊƛŎŜΩǎ Dƻŀǘ by Page McBriar 



Ideas of Social Justice  

 Social justice is a big idea that brings many dif ferent things to mind.  I have 

broken down the concept of social justice into themes that are accessible for 

elementary age students. Those themes are:   

 Acceptance of Others/Individuality                

 Kindness to Others  

 Environmental Awareness  

 Under standing of Other Cultures  

 Developing Peace  

 Gender and Families  

  Economic Equality  

Iõm sure there are many more books that address these issues than the ones I 

have included on the list. I only included books that I truly love, that I actually use in 

my  classroom and could be used as part of an art lesson. I avoided books that were 

too preachy or overt and that didnõt lend themselves to some type of art activity. I have 

also included actual lesson plans for some of the books but have not developed 

lesson s for all. Most of the books are readily accessible at school and public libraries.   

Most art teachers only have an hour or less with the students each week. I 

often use books as a motivator for the lesson and I try to use books that teach ideas 

that I wa nt to encourage and that I really like. Our time is precious so we need to 

make the most of it. The lesson that follows may focus much more on an art concept 

than the social justice theme but the book has gotten that idea across. It also sets a 

tone for yo ur classroom when these kinds of books are part of your teaching 

repertoire.  

On a logistical note, having a document camera in the classroom makes reading 

books to a group much more effective. If you donõt have one it would really be 

beneficial to look in to getting one. Every art room needs a document camera!  

If you have any questions about this material please feel free to contact me:  

Sarah Ryder  
 sarah.ryder@fayette.kyschools.us  
Deep Springs Element ary  
1919 Brynell Dr.  
Lexington, KY 40505  

 

mailto:sarah.ryder@fayette.kyschools.us


I Know the River Loves Me by Maya Christina Gonzalez 

Concepts:  Caring for the environment, keeping rivers clean. 

                    Curving lines, spirals, pattern, cool colors, mixed media. 

Materials:    12x18 white drawing paper 
  Oil pastels in cool colors 
  Fish and frog tracers 
  Black permanent markers 
  Dried out markers 
  Glue/scissors 
Process:   

1. Read I Know the River Loves Me . Talk about taking care of rivers and other 
natural areas and how important it is to not leave trash behind and to be 
good caretakers of our environment.  

2. Students will use cool color oil pastels to make the water. Instruct them to 
draw curving lines, spiraling lines and then to cut the top of the paper so 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ curves like the river. Fill the whole paper with cool 
color curving lines. 

3. Student will trace a frog and a fish on white paper, cut them out. They will 
draw in details with a black permanent marker. Using dried out marker 
dipped in water, color in fish and frog. The dried out markers become paint 
pens. Instruct students to use cool colors only.  Glue in animals into river. 

 



 



The Story of Ferdinand 
 

Book:                The Story of Ferdinand by Munro Leaf 
 
Concepts:   Landscape 
  Celebrating individuality  
  Multimedia composition 
 
Materials:         brown and green construction paper 
  Squares of tissue paper- ŀōƻǳǘ мέ 
  Crayons 
  Copies of Ferdinand sheet 
  Glue 
  Manila or white drawing paper 
 
Procedure: 
   Introduction: Read The Story of Ferdinand.  If possible, use a document camera so everyone 
can see the pictures. Have a discussion about the book. Review what landscape is. Explain 
άƳǳƭǘƛ-media. Demonstrate drawing a horizon line, tearing the trunks and tree tops and gluing 
the flowers. 
Activity: Students will start by drawing a horizon line across a piece of manila or white drawing 
paper. Color in green ground and blue sky trying to use different types of greens and adding 
white clouds to sky. Encourage students to layer crayon colors. Students will tear rectangles of 
brown paper into tree trunks and green paper into tree tops. Glue into landscape. 
 tŀǎǎ ƻǳǘ CŜǊŘƛƴŀƴŘ ǎƘŜŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ƻƴŜ άCŜǊŘƛƴŀƴŘέΦ 9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ 
cutting. They will glue their Ferdinand into the picture and then finish with tissue paper flowers. 
²ŀŘ мέ ǎǉǳŀǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƛǎǎǳŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎƭǳŜ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎΦ  
Closing: As a closing activity, students could write about the story. Some possible writing 
prompts: 
*What is the Ferdinand in your picture thinking aōƻǳǘ ŀǎ ƘŜ άǎƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŜƭƭǎέΚ  
*How are you a little bit like Ferdinand?  Is there some way that you are a little different from 
others?  
*Do you think his mom did the right thing by letting him be himself or should she have tried to 
make him change?  

 





The Big Orange Splot 

Book: The Big Orange Splot by Daniel Pinkwater. 

Concepts:   using imagination, acceptance of individuality, drawing skills 

Materials: House handout and markers 

Procedure: Read The Big Orange Splot by Daniel Pinkwater. Pass out houses 

(attached) and do a draw-along-with-ƳŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŘǊŀǿ ŀ άǎǇƭƻǘέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

roof. Have everyone color it in orange. After that they are free to draw other 

things either inspired by the book or from their own imaginations. This is a great 

lesson to have share time at the end.  

Note: This is a short lesson, best done for a 30-40minute class period.  

 





My Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me 
 

Book: My Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me by Maya Angelou. 
 
Concepts:   South African culture and art 
  Geometric pattern 
  Contrast 
  Resist process 
  2-D into 3-D 
Materials:  Tag board or card stock 
                      Tracers for students to share of both sections 
  Black crayons 

Tempera block paints or water color paints 
 Procedure:  
   Introduction: Read My Painted House My Friendly Chicken and Me by Maya Angelou. Then show 
pictures from Ndebele by Margaret Courtney-Clarke. This is an oversize book that should be available 
from a public library.  
    Activity: Have an example made up to show. Students will trace 2 parts that will fit together to create 
a house. Make up tracers on mat board or tag board with attached A and B shapes. Students will create 
patterns with a black crayon and then paint with tempera block paints. This usually takes two class 
periods. The first will be for making the patterns on BOTH sides, the second will be painting.  
  Closing: When they are all dry you can set them all up and let students walk around to have a look at 
ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΦ  
 
 
 

              



  





Crazy Hair Day 

Book: Crazy Hair Day by Barney Saltzberg.  

Concepts:  Variety of line, acceptance of others 

Materials: Crazy hair drawing sheet, markers 

Procedure:   

Introduction: Read Crazy Hair Day by Barney Saltzberg.  Talk about how we 

are nervous and worried about our hair sometimes. This is a good first day of 

school lesson. Have a short discussion about the story before going on. 

   Review kinds of lines and explain that they will need to use as many different 

kinds of line as they can to make their crazy hair.  

Activity: Students may also draw in details like earrings , eye color, etc. Use 

attached face as a starting point.  Have share time so they can show how crazy 

their hair is. 

 

 





Chinese Dragon Puppets                            

 
Book: The Dancing D ragon by Marcia Vaughan 

Concepts: Students will learn a little about the tradition of Chinese New 

Year. They will understand that the paper is 2-D and when we fold it we can 

make it 3-D. They will use a pattern in their puppet. 

Materials:   Head and Tail sheet 

                        Fadeless art papers in bright colors, 6x18 inch strips 

                        Markers 

  Popsicle sticks 

Procedure:  

Introduction:  Read The Dancing Dragon.  Show any other books or 

pictures of Chinese dragon puppets. Show an example of a finished puppet 

and show how the puppet works. Demonstrate how to fold the body (the 

fadeless art paper) in an accordion fold. 

Activity:   Distribute head and tail sheets. Let students choose color of 

fadeless paper for the body of their dragon. Students will color the head and 

tail sheet and fold the body like a fan to make it 3-dimentional.  They need to 

create pattern on the body, head and tail. They will use glue to attach head and 

tail to body. Attach 2 popsicle sticks on the back.  

Closing: Have a parade around the room with puppets, making the 

dragons dance with the sticks.  





Those Shoes 
Book: Those Shoes by Maribeth Boelts 
 
Concepts:  Kindness to others 
  Contour lines 
  Visual texture 
Materials:  pencils 
  Drawing paper 
  Crayons or markers 

Sharpies/permanent markers 
Procedure: 
 Introduction: Read Those Shoes to class and have a short discussion. 
Have you ever wanted something that someone else had? How does it feel to 
ÇÉÖÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ Á ÇÉÆÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅȩ 
 Activity: Pair students up. Have them interview each other about what 
they would like in a pair of shows. Use interview sheet. (it may be helpful to 
model this first- have different people answer the questions as you fill in an 
interview sheet and then you model a drawing based on the answers)When 
they are both finished interviewing they will draw a pair of shows that their 
partner would like. Out lining with a permanent marker will provide a strong 
contour line. 
 Closing: Have share time so each pair can share the shoes they drew for 
each other. If there is time remaining, they could do texture rubbings of the 
bottom of their shoes as a closing activity. 

 
 

 



Your Shoes 
1. High heels or flat? 

 
2. Colors? 

 
3. Designs? 

 
4. Shape? 

 
5. Laces or none? 

 
6. Any other details? 
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