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ABSTRACT

Children’s storybooks help young readers understand the world and the people in it. Yet characters with a disability are still rarely

shown in these books, and when they do appear, old stereotypes often shape how they are drawn and written. This paper

examines how children with disability are represented in selected Indian children’s storybooks. It uses two related ideas as its

lens: Disability Studies, which treats disability as shaped by society rather than solely by a person’s body or mind, and critical

literacy, which asks readers to question who tells a story and whose voices are left out. The paper reviews six Indian picture books

published between 2010 and 2020 that feature a child character with a physical, sensory, intellectual, or psychosocial disability.

The analysis finds a mix of outcomes. Some books still lean on worn-out ideas, such as disability as a source of pity or a hurdle

a child must “overcome.” Other books move away from these patterns and show children with a disability as capable, funny, with

their own sense of self and agency, which may or may not have anything to do with their disability, and as full members of their

families and friend groups. The paper ends with practical recommendations for authors, illustrators, publishers, and teachers who

want to build a richer and fairer body of children’s literature in India.
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INTRODUCTION

Children’s literature does more than entertain. It

shapes how young readers see themselves and others

(Bishop, 1990, as cited in Hughes and Talley, 2024).

Stories can work like a mirror, letting a child see their

own life reflected, or like a window, letting a child look

into a life unlike their own. For this reason, who appears

in children’s books and how they are portrayed matter a

great deal. Despite growing calls for more diverse and

inclusive books, children with disabilities remain one of

the most underrepresented groups in children’s literature

around the world (Hughes and Talley, 2024).

Rangila (2017) in her work on storytelling with

children in primary classrooms, argues that engaging with

diverse stories functions as an inclusive pedagogy in itself,

one capable of challenging children’s preconceptions and
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biases while also strengthening their confidence, self-

esteem, and sense of narrative voice. Central to this

process is identification: children in her study related to

characters and projected themselves onto the situations

depicted, empathising in ways few other mediums could

produce. This suggests that the value of diverse

representation in children’s literature lies not only in

exposing readers to unfamiliar experiences, but in the

particular emotional mechanism of story, its capacity to

make a reader feel with a character, which is precisely

why the presence or absence of authentic disability

representation carries the weight it does.

Children’s literature occupies a particular place in a

child’s early understanding of the world, often shaping

attitudes and assumptions well before a child has direct

experience to test them against. For many young readers,

a storybook may be their first or only encounter with a
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character with a disability, making the way that character

is drawn, whether as a fully realised individual or as a

symbol of tragedy or inspiration, disproportionately

influential in forming a child’s sense of what disability

means and who people with a disability are. This matters

for both non-disabled children, who absorb early ideas of

empathy and difference through stories, and children with

a disability, who look to books for characters in whom

they can recognise something of themselves and their

own belonging. Because these impressions form early

and tend to persist, examining how disability is represented

in children’s literature is not simply a matter of literary

analysis but a question with real consequences for how

an entire generation comes to think about disability, which

is why this paper turns its attention specifically to

children’s storybooks rather than literature for older or

adult readers.

This gap is not only about numbers. It is also about

quality. Even when characters with a disability appear,

they are often reduced to a single trait, treated as a lesson

for non-disabled readers, or shown only through pity or

forced positivity (Hughes and Talley, 2024). This paper

examines how children with disability are represented in

select Indian children’s storybooks. It asks three

questions. First, what patterns of representation, positive

and negative, appear in recent Indian picture books that

feature child characters with a disability? Second, how

do Disability Studies and critical literacy help explain these

patterns? Third, what can authors, illustrators, publishers,

and teachers do to support more authentic representation

going forward?

The Global Context of Disability Representation

in Children’s Literature

Concern about how children’s books depict disability

is not new. In 1977, the Council for Interracial Books for

Children published an early and influential analysis of

“handicapism” in children’s literature (Bogdan and Biklen,

1977). The authors described a set of recurring

stereotypes, including characters with a disability shown

as pitiable, as objects of ridicule, as “supercrips” who

inspire others by overcoming their disability, or as burdens

on their families. Decades later, many of these same

patterns still appear in books written for children (Adomat,

2014; Blaska, 2004).

Recent research suggests that progress has been

mixed. Some scholars find that picture books increasingly

include characters with a disability as main characters,

but the quality of these portrayals still varies widely

(Hughes and Talley, 2024). In one qualitative study, adults

with disabilities who reviewed contemporary picture

books felt that many characters with a disability were

shown coping with isolation and low self-esteem, with

the story built almost entirely around the disability itself,

while other books offered richer, more layered characters

(Hughes and Talley, 2024). This tension between

tokenistic and authentic representation is central to the

present paper.

The Indian Context

India’s population and its literary output are both

large and diverse, yet research on disability representation

specifically within Indian children’s literature remains

limited. Independent literary criticism, rather than formal

academic study, has so far done much of the work of

documenting Indian storybooks that feature characters

with a disability (Modi, 2021). Modi’s (2021) survey of

titles from Indian publishers such as Tulika Publishers,

Duckbill Books, Karadi Tales, and Pickle Yolk Books

offers a useful starting point for understanding how Indian

authors and illustrators have approached intellectual,

physical, and developmental disability in recent years.

Cultural attitudes toward disability in India add

another layer to this picture. Traditional beliefs and social

stigma around disability can shape both what stories get

published and how characters with a disability are written.

At the same time, small independent publishers have

begun to commission own-voices stories and to work

directly with authors and illustrators with a disability, and

consultants, which has opened space for more grounded

and specific portrayals. This paper builds on that

groundwork by examining a set of Indian storybooks

closely, using an explicit theoretical framework.

Much of the teasing and bullying experienced by

visually impaired young adults traces back to their school

years, the very environment meant to prepare them for

participation in wider society (Bhamrah and Rangila, 2020,

2023). One respondent in Bhamrah and Rangila’s (2020)

study, having faced name-calling and teasing in earlier

classes, showed no desire to re-join studies or pursue

any professional course afterward, illustrating how such

labelling and negative attitudes become concrete barriers

within the course of learning and the acquisition of

education itself. These early experiences do not remain

contained within the classroom; they shape how peers

come to perceive disability more broadly, often hardening
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into assumptions carried forward into adulthood, while

for the individual with a disability, repeated exposure to

ridicule can erode confidence, foreclose opportunities,

and discourage further engagement with education or

professional life altogether. It is precisely because school-

level attitudes have this lasting, compounding effect that

literature and discourse around disability representation

carry real weight: the stories children encounter, and the

attitudes modelled around them, are not neutral but

actively contribute to whether a child with a disability is

met with curiosity and inclusion or with the kind of teasing

that can foreclose a future.

Theoretical Framework

Disability Studies

Disability Studies offers a useful starting point

because it treats disability as something more than a

medical fact about an individual body or mind. In this

framework, disability is shaped by social attitudes,

environments, and structures, not only by impairment itself

(Oliver, 1990). This is often called the social model of

disability, and it stands in contrast to a medical model

that frames disability mainly as a deficit to be fixed or

cured. Applying a Disability Studies lens to children’s

literature means asking how a story frames disability: as

an individual problem located in a character’s body, or as

something that becomes a “problem” only because of

how other characters, and the world around them, respond

to difference.

Disability Studies also encourages an intersectional

view, which considers how disability interacts with other

parts of a character’s identity, such as gender, class,

religion, and region (Oliver, 1990). In the Indian context,

this means paying attention to how caste, family structure,

and economic background might shape a child’s story

alongside their disability.

Critical Literacy

Critical literacy adds a second, complementary lens.

Rather than treating a story as a neutral object, critical

literacy asks readers to look at the power relationships

built into a text: who is telling the story, whose perspective

is centred, and what values the story quietly teaches

(Freebody and Luke, 1990; Freire, 2000). Applied to

children’s books, critical literacy invites both researchers

and young readers to ask why a character with a disability

is included, whether their voice drives the plot, and

whether the story reinforces or challenges common

stereotypes about disability.

Together, these two frameworks guide the analysis

in this paper. Disability Studies helps identify whether a

story locates disability in the child or in the world around

the child, while critical literacy helps identify whose voice

and perspective the story privileges.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This paper undertakes a qualitative, theory-guided

textual analysis of six Indian children’s picture books, an

approach consistent with prior studies of disability

representation in children’s literature (Adomat, 2014;

Blaska, 2004). A qualitative design was selected because

the goal was to examine closely how meaning is

constructed within a small, purposively selected set of

texts, rather than to produce findings intended to generalise

across the wider field of Indian children’s publishing. The

analysis was theory-guided in that Disability Studies and

critical literacy jointly shaped both the questions asked

of each text and the categories used to organise the

findings.

Sample and Selection Criteria

Titles were drawn primarily from a documented set

of contemporary Indian children’s books that feature a

child character with a disability, compiled through Modi’s

(2021) survey of Indian publishers and supplemented with

catalogue searches of houses known for disability-themed

titles. Books were included in the sample if they met

three criteria: (a) publication in India between 2010 and

2020, (b) a child protagonist or major character with a

physical, sensory, intellectual, or psychosocial disability,

and (c) an intended readership of primary-school-aged

children. Six titles met these criteria and form the basis

of the analysis, including Anya and Her Baby Brother

(Pinto, 2019), Machher Jhol (Jha, 2018), Kayu’s World

Is Round (Kapahi, 2019), The Bookworm (R.N., 2010),

Vibhuti Cat (Shikhandin, 2018), and I Didn’t Understand!

(Shrinivasan, 2018), published by Tulika Publishers,

Duckbill Books, Karadi Tales, and Pickle Yolk Books.

Together the sample spans physical disability, visual

impairment, autism, and Down syndrome, though it does

not claim to represent the full range of disability

experience present in Indian children’s literature during

this period.

REPRESENTATION OF CHILDREN WITH A DISABILITY IN SELECT INDIAN STORYBOOKS
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DATA  ANALYSIS

Each text was read closely and repeatedly, with

attention to four guiding questions: how the character

with a disability is introduced; how other characters

respond to them; whether the disability drives the plot or

functions as one part of a fuller identity; and whether

stereotyped tropes such as pity, inspiration, or

“overcoming” disability appear. Analysis proceeded in

two stages. The first was a deductive pass in which each

text was read against stereotype categories already

established in the disability studies literature, namely

disability as tragedy, disability as inspiration or “supercrip”

narrative, and disability as a burden (Bogdan and Biklen,

1977). The second was an inductive pass that identified

patterns not captured by these categories, such as the

specific ways intersectionality, family context, and agency

were, or were not, represented. Findings from both passes

were then organised thematically and interpreted through

the combined lens of Disability Studies and critical literacy,

which together direct attention to where a story locates

disability and whose perspective it privileges.

To guard against a single, idiosyncratic reading of

each text, interpretations were checked against existing

commentary on Indian disability-themed children’s books,

including Modi’s (2021) independent survey, and against

patterns already established in the broader international

literature (Adomat, 2014; Blaska, 2004; Hughes and

Talley, 2024). This comparison functioned as a form of

triangulation, helping to confirm that the stereotypes and

counter-stereotypes identified were not simply artefacts

of a single analyst’s perspective. That said, the sample is

small and was assembled purposively rather than

exhaustively, so the findings are best read as an illustrative

account of current patterns in a limited set of texts rather

than a comprehensive survey of Indian children’s

publishing. A larger, systematically sampled corpus, ideally

developed together with readers, reviewers, and

consultants with disabilities, would be a natural extension

of this work.

Representation of Children with Disabilities in

Select Indian Storybooks

The current landscape of Indian children’s

storybooks shows both progress and persisting limitations.

A closer reading of recent titles reveals a range of

approaches, from books that still lean on old stereotypes

to books that offer genuinely fresh and respectful

portrayals.

In Anya and Her Baby Brother (Pinto, 2019), the

narrator Anya is frustrated that her parents constantly

refer to her younger brother as “a special child” and give

him most of their attention. Over the course of the story,

Anya comes to understand that her brother will need

extra care throughout his life, and she embraces her role

as his sister with pride rather than resentment. The book

is notable for centring a sibling’s emotional journey,

including her initial jealousy, rather than skipping straight

to an uncomplicated message of acceptance.

Machher Jhol (Jha, 2018) takes a different

approach. Set in Kolkata, it follows Gopu, a boy with

visual impairment who cooks a meal for his unwell father.

Rather than casting Gopu as someone who needs care,

the story positions him as a caregiver, and his disability is

revealed gradually rather than announced at the outset.

This narrative choice avoids framing Gopu primarily

through his impairment and instead builds the story around

his resourcefulness and love for his father.

Kayu’s World Is Round (Kapahi, 2019) introduces

Kayu, a child with autism who sees the world differently

from his peers and who excels at bowling. Other children

in the story recognise his skill and invite him to play as an

equal, not out of charity. The Bookworm (R.N., 2010)

follows a similar arc: the protagonist Sesha is teased for

stuttering early in the book but later earns his classmates’

respect for his knowledge and drawing skill. This second

example raises a question worth taking seriously: do these

stories suggest that a child with a disability earns dignity

only after proving exceptional talent, rather than being

owed respect from the start? Gupta’s (2015) work on

stories in the lives of children with disability identifies the

same pattern in a different set of Indian storybooks.

Analysing characters such as Shankar in Can Anyone

Do It, Gupta finds that children with disability are

consistently depicted at “two opposite poles,” either as

objects of pity or as superheroes, with acceptance from

peers and society arriving only after an exceptional feat

rather than being extended from the outset. Gupta goes

further than the present analysis in making this critique

explicit, directly asking why children with disability “need

to prove themselves” before society affords them the

same acceptance given to non-disabled children. This

closely mirrors the pattern observed in The Bookworm

(R.N., 2010), where Sesha earns his classmates’ respect

only after demonstrating exceptional drawing and

knowledge skills, suggesting that this “prove yourself first”
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trope recurs across Indian children’s storybooks rather

than being isolated to a single text.

Other titles extend this range further. Vibhuti Cat

(Shikhandin, 2018) centres on Magesh, a boy on the

autism spectrum, and his older brother Vignesh, who

supports him without being asked and takes pride in

Magesh’s artwork. I Didn’t Understand! (Shrinivasan,

2018) is based on real events from the author’s work

with children with disability, and Manna’s innocent,

forgiving voice reflects a documented real response

rather than an invented trope. Even so, the choice of

which true moments to foreground, and how a story built

from lived experience is framed for a general child

readership, is itself an editorial act. This raises a milder

but still worthwhile question: when a real child’s

forgiveness becomes the emotional centre of a published

story, does the retelling risk generalising one child’s

particular response into an implicit expectation for how

children with disability ought to react to mistreatment,

even without intending to? Stories like these may come

from real, lived experiences. Some authors choose to

show life as it actually is, even when that means showing

a child having to prove themselves before being accepted.

Other authors may choose to imagine a different, better

ending, one where a child is accepted without having to

prove anything at all. Both choices are valid, but they do

different things: showing what really happens can help

readers understand a truth they might otherwise miss,

while imagining how things could be different can show

readers what fairer treatment might look like.

Taken together, these titles show that Indian

children’s publishing has begun to move past a single

template for disability. Even so, close reading suggests

that story of a person with a disability should not be used

only to teach a lesson to non-disabled readers; any

engagement with a character’s voice, experience, and

resilience needs to be handled with care and respect.

Common Stereotypes and Misconceptions in the

Selected Texts

Reading across these books alongside the wider

literature on disability representation reveals three

recurring patterns.

Disability as tragedy. Some storybooks still frame

disability as the defining hardship of a character’s life,

which can encourage pity rather than understanding

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1977). This framing tends to reduce

a character to their impairment rather than treating it as

one part of a fuller identity.

Superhuman or “supercrip” narratives. A second

pattern casts disabled characters as exceptionally inspiring

because they “overcome” adversity (Bogdan and Biklen,

1977; Hughes and Talley, 2024). While resilience is a

real and valuable quality, an exclusive focus on

overcoming can flatten a character’s experience and

imply that only extraordinary achievement makes

disability acceptable to readers.

Limited range of disabilities shown. Many

storybooks, in India and elsewhere, focus on a narrow

set of visible or well-known conditions, leaving less visible

disabilities and neurodivergent experiences under

represented (Blaska, 2004). This narrows readers’

understanding of how varied disability actually is.

Positive and Empowering Representations

Alongside these stereotypes, several of the reviewed

books model more empowering approaches. Diverse and

authentic portrayals present disability as one part of a

character’s identity rather than the whole of it, which

allows the character’s personality, humour, and

relationships to come through. Some books also weave

in intersectionality, situating a child with a disability within

a specific family, city, and cultural setting rather than

presenting disability in the abstract (Oliver, 1990).

Empowering narratives show characters with a

disability as active participants in their own stories rather

than passive recipients of others’ kindness, as seen in

how Kayu is invited to play as an equal rather than out of

charity and Gopu taking a decision to cook for his ailing

father. Collaboration with creators and consultants with

a disability during the writing and illustration process also

appears to support more grounded and specific portrayals,

since lived experience can catch inaccuracies that outside

observation might miss.

Rangila (2019) draws on Nussbaum’s (1998)

argument that children who are not exposed to such

stories are correspondingly limited in the ways available

to them for understanding people unlike themselves,

positioning storytelling as a resource that extends learning

beyond the physical boundaries of the classroom and into

questions of diversity and inclusion. Story-sharing and

discussions in this view, becomes one of the few

structured means through which children encounter

difference and build an understanding of it, which

underscores why the specific ways disability is depicted

in children’s literature matter well beyond questions of
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craft or entertainment; these depictions are, for many

children, a primary avenue through which ideas about

disability and difference are formed at all.

Impact of Representation on Child Readers

Risks of Limited or Inaccurate Representation

When representation is scarce or relies on

stereotypes, it can shape how young readers understand

disability. Limited or biased portrayals may lead non-

disabled children to view peers with a disability through

a narrow, sometimes negative, lens, reinforcing broader

social stigma (Adomat, 2014; Bogdan and Biklen, 1977).

For readers with a disability themselves, an absence of

relatable characters, or characters shown only as objects

of pity, may affect self-perception and feelings of

belonging (Hughes and Talley, 2024).

Benefits of Authentic Representation

Authentic, well-rounded representation works in the

opposite direction. Positive and specific portrayals are

associated with greater empathy and understanding

among young readers, and they help readers with a

disability see their own experiences reflected with dignity

(Hughes and Talley, 2024). Classroom-based research

also suggests that children’s literature can open space

for meaningful discussion: when teachers guide students

through picture books that include disability, children

respond not only to the images but also build a more

layered understanding of disability through conversation

after reading (Adomat, 2014). This suggests that the

impact of a book depends not only on the text itself but

also on how it is read and discussed with children.

Challenges in Creating Authentic Representations

Several barriers make authentic representation

harder to achieve. Long-standing cultural stigma and

misconceptions about disability in India can discourage

authors from writing characters with a disability with

nuance, or can push stories back toward familiar, “safe”

tropes. A related barrier is the limited number of authors

and illustrators with a disability currently working in Indian

children’s publishing, which narrows the pool of first-hand

perspective available to the industry. Addressing these

barriers will likely require sustained effort from publishers,

educators, and disability advocacy organisations working

together, rather than isolated changes from individual

authors.

Conclusion

Research on disability representation in children’s

literature has grown steadily, but significant gaps remain,

and much of the existing scholarship still centres Western

texts, leaving the Indian context comparatively

understudied. The storybooks reviewed in this paper show

that Indian children’s publishing is not standing still: several

recent titles move deliberately away from pity and toward

characters with agency, humour, and specific cultural

context. At the same time, familiar stereotypes, disability

as tragedy, disability as inspiration, and a narrow range

of conditions shown, have not disappeared.

Story of a child with a disability should not be treated

as raw material for a lesson aimed at non-disabled

readers. Engaging with a character’s voice, experience,

and resilience requires care, and it requires listening to

people with a disability themselves, as creators,

consultants, and critics. Applying Disability Studies and

critical literacy together, as this paper has done, offers

one way of noticing both what a story shows and what it

quietly assumes.

Some of this tension comes from where a story

draws its truth. A story based on real, lived experience

shows readers what actually happens, even when that

reality is uncomfortable, while an invented story is free

to imagine how things could be different. Both

approaches have value, but they ask different things of a

writer, and of a reader.

The gaps identified here point toward what might

move this literature forward. Characters written with

attention to intersectionality, where disability interacts with

gender, class, region, and culture rather than standing

alone as a single defining trait, tend to challenge stereotype

more effectively and reflect the actual range of

experience within the disability community (Oliver, 1990).

This kind of nuance is easier to reach when individuals

with a disability and advocacy groups are part of the

writing, illustration, and editorial process from the start, a

collaboration that guards against tokenistic representation,

where a character appears mainly to signal diversity

rather than to drive the story. Mentorship for authors

and illustrators with a disability, and editorial teams with

varied perspectives, would extend this further, bringing

more first-hand knowledge into books and catching

inadvertent bias before publication.

Classrooms have a role here too. Books with

authentic disability representation, brought into reading

lists alongside critical literacy skills that ask who is telling
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a given story and whose experience is centred (Adomat,

2014; Freebody and Luke, 1990), give young readers tools

to notice what a text assumes as well as what it shows.

A stereotype or questionable framing, in this light,

becomes a discussion point rather than a reason to set

the book aside.

There is also room to widen which disabilities appear

at all. Less visible and neurodivergent conditions remain

rare in the titles reviewed, and their inclusion would offer

young readers a fuller and more accurate picture of

human variation (Blaska, 2004).

Representation in children’s storybooks shapes how

young readers, with a disability and non-disabled alike,

come to understand disability. Limited or stereotyped

portrayals risk reinforcing bias, while authentic and

specific portrayals can build empathy and a stronger sense

of belonging (Hughes and Talley, 2024). As Indian

children’s publishing continues to grow, sustained attention

from authors, publishers, and educators, guided by the

voices of people with a disability themselves, will be

needed to move this literature further toward genuine

inclusion.
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