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ABSTRACT 

Environmentally-themed children’s literature is an alternative, beneficial 

socialization tool for students to learn about ecological issues in today’s society. 

Literature at school is a free, accessible way to incite a sense of wonder and engage a 

child to think about the world in a critical and imaginative manner. Environmentally-

themed books can provide a holistic approach to environmental education. Despite 

environmental literature’s potential, it is under-analyzed and under-utilized in the public 

school system. In today’s advanced technological society, children are spending less time 

reading and playing outside than in the past. Many books that do contain environmental 

themes are problematic in their oversimplified messages or unrealistic solutions. 

Educators within the school system may struggle to find the means or time to fit these 

books into their curricula. 

This thesis examined what types of environmental messages exist in children’s 

stories in the curricula of elementary school classrooms in Walla Walla, Washington. I 

conducted an ecocritical content analysis of each of the stories read by four different 

classrooms in order to understand what environmental themes are present in the stories, 

how gender, class, and ethnic identities are portrayed, and how these relate to 

environmental messages. Although there was a general lack of literature with heavy 

environmental themes, most of the books contained enough elements to conduct 

extensive ecocritical analyses.  This thesis also examined how these messages are 

perceived differently across gender, ethnicity, and age through the reading of Dr. Seuss’s 

The Lorax. Age and gender were the most prominent variables that affected how a 

student understood and related to this story. Therefore, I encourage further research to 
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gain a better comprehension of how environmental literature can be a valuable 

socialization tool in influencing students’ minds and subsequent actions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

“The capacity for love of any kind begins early in the life and imagination of the child” –
David Orr  

 

Imagine a world where a student is draping his legs over a tree branch, reading a 

story about the very tree he is sitting in, across the street from his house. Or a girl curled 

up under blankets in a city, reading a novel about a heroine who is trying to figure out 

how to fight pollution in her smog-filled urban environment. In a classroom, a teacher is 

reading aloud a fictional book about a group of kids who are working together to stop 

their hegemonic society from causing detrimental health and environmental effects to a 

town. Imagine that, afterwards, the teacher then encourages the students to join together 

and think about how this applies to their own world, and how they may solve these 

problems. Imagine this world. Imagine words on a page sparking a child’s imagination to 

the degree that it changes how that child thinks, acts, and how that child lives.  

Modern environmentalists often wonder how to inspire youth to care about the 

environment in an increasingly technological society. Children today spend far more time 

watching television and playing video games than climbing trees, and it is a concern 

amongst the older generation that this lack of natural play can have huge detrimental 

effects with children, including apathy towards climate change and other pressing 

environmental issues (Louv 2005).  While it is difficult to control how children spend 

their free time at their homes, change can lie within schools. Yet not all schools have the 

curricula, time, or resources to engage their students in experiential, outdoor education. 

Therefore, it is important to observe the already in-place curricula in the schools to 

discover how to increase environmental awareness amongst the students. Certainly, 
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science instruction needs major improvement in the United States, but usually science is 

only able to provide an objective approach to issues that may not always inspire students 

to care or think critically about the modern world. Literature curricula are often 

overlooked as a place of environmental thinking, but I propose that in order for 

environmental education to increase its potential, schools should introduce more fictional 

stories with environmental themes.  

Environmental literature provides an alternative, non-scientific approach to 

examine ecological issues that can be part of a holistic solution for environmental 

education (Taylor et al. 2009). Many different ideas concerning the environment are 

represented throughout children’s novels, storybooks, and picture books. These books 

may be read out loud by the teacher, privately through a classroom list, or chosen from 

the library. Depending on the messages, characters, and context of each book, the 

responses and subsequent actions that result from the readings may differ according to a 

student’s gender, age, and/or ethnicity. There is little literature surrounding this topic, so I 

will examine this concept through a sociological lens, incorporating different ideas and 

theories to discover how and why environmental literature can be effective as an 

alternative approach to ecological education.  

Within the institution of schools, socialization of children occurs on an hourly 

basis. Besides the family, schools are often the most influential place a child learns how 

to think about the world. It is important to examine how this knowledge is socially 

constructed to comprehend how truth and information are created, discovered, and 

attained by students throughout the learning process (Wason-Ellam 2010). Students can 

be taught to think critically about the world or can simply learn more facts that they can 
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later repeat on a paper or in front of the class for a better grade. With stories, children 

learn values, how to relate to other people, or about certain issues that authors feel need 

to be addressed at a particular point in time. Successful stories will spark a student’s 

imagination and will encourage a student to think about his or her own morals and 

actions.  

In the Western world, nature is often the backdrop for personal drama in literature 

(Traer 2009). Children are frequently seen as having a romantic affiliation with the 

natural world. Children are perceived as innocent and virtuous, “keeping with the 

romantic philosophy of Rousseau and other advocates of original innocence” (Dobrin and 

Kidd 2004:6), and they are also thought to have an advantaged relationship to nature 

because Victorian literature highlighted the child’s closeness to the natural world and 

resulting wholesomeness (Dobrin and Kidd 2004).  Through an ecocritical analysis, 

which is the study of the relationship between literature and the environment, one can 

examine the characters’ relationships to the natural world and how a story may reach out 

to its readers depending on the child’s gender, ethnicity, and/or age (Christensen et al. 

2008). Ecocriticism highlights the relationships between nature and culture, and in many 

cases, provides a critical viewpoint to stories and how they portray the environment and 

the human actors that affect it (Dobrin and Kidd 2004).  

The other sociological theories upon which I draw provide insight into this 

exploratory approach toward environmental literature, so that future scholars can conduct 

research on this addition to the world of environmental education. Schools have the 

potential to impact children’s attitudes and to influence wider community goals in the 

long-term. Through my examination of stories read out loud in Walla Walla classrooms, 
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and of student’s responses to environmental literature, I hope that future educators and 

researchers will take what is discovered here and apply this knowledge to their society. It 

is time to begin shaping a world where the books students read in the early stages of their 

education can help them think critically about environmental and social issues. It is time 

to see that child reading a book about the very tree he is sitting in, to watch a girl 

understanding urban pollution because of a novel, and to witness a classroom hearing a 

story about a group of children who are changing society. It is time to shift from simply 

imagining these scenarios and to start living them. Let their imaginations thrive.  
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 LITERATURE REVIEW  

The Sociology of Education 

 Sharpstein Elementary School and Blue Ridge Elementary School in Walla Walla, 

Washington are public schools that provide structured education to its students. Schools 

are an example of an institution, which is defined as “a complex of positions, roles, 

norms and values lodged in particular types of social structures [which] organizes 

relatively stable patterns of human activity with respect to fundamental problems in 

producing life-sustaining resources…and in sustaining viable societal structures within a 

given environment” (Turner 1997:6). Educational institutions’ main objective is to shape 

and influence human behavior. The social aspects of the learning process are integral to 

knowledge production as kids learn. Learning in educational institutions occurs in 

controlled sociocultural contexts and knowledge is held and borrowed through social 

interaction, dialogue, negotiation, and contestation (Wason-Ellam 2010). The social 

constructionist viewpoint asserts, “the self is constituted and reconstituted through 

language, drawing on the discursive resources of time and place” (Keddell 2011:401). 

This perspective helps illuminate the processes and practices that human beings use in 

everyday life. There are no causes and effects in a human’s life in an objective sense, 

only a “narrative interpretation of events that provides a sense of internal coherence and 

ability to act in the world” (401). Social constructionism can aid in the understanding of 

the institution of the school system and how it imbues and instills knowledge through the 

generations.  

  Education is appropriated for each society’s purposes and is therefore always 

embedded in a specific cultural context. Education has a directional or moral agenda for 
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the sake of social cohesion, and morals are learned through the social institutions of the 

school (Dill 2007). American philosopher and educational reformer John Dewey and 

French sociologist Emile Durkheim saw education as a potential and hopeful answer to 

the problems and challenges of society. Although these two men lived on different 

continents, they both believed that “schools would offer the social cohesion and shared 

experience that was lacking in a fragmented and mechanized world” (Dill 2007:222).  

According to Dewey, education is the social continuity of life. It ensures direction and 

growth in youth through their involvement in the group to which they fit in.  In order for 

education to be successful, schools need to have social significance so that society can 

continue, and the child can gain life skills and understanding of his or her community. 

Durkheim also believed that education is a way for society to prepare children for the 

necessary conditions for their own lives (Dill 2007). 

  

Critical Theory and Environmental Education  

Education can help children understand various problems addressing the natural 

and human world, as older generations pass down their gained knowledge and expertise. 

These environmental and social issues may seem like a daunting task for any one 

individual, but educational institutions are attempting to address these concerns through 

their teachings in various ways. Environmental education is not traditionally taught 

within the institution of public schools, as it does not usually fit a standard, traditional 

school curriculum. Children’s environmental education is a social and political practice 

that is filled with conflicting notions of children’s identities and what their powers and 

responsibilities will be in the future (King 1995).  
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 However, this discipline is growing in popularity, as environmental issues such 

as global warming, endangered species, overpopulation, and other concerns become more 

mainstream and pressing. Environmental education is “aimed at producing a citizenry 

that is knowledgeable concerning the biophysical environment and its associated 

problems, aware of how to help solve these problems, and motivated to work toward their 

solutions” (Stapp 1997:34).  As defined by the 1977 Tbilisi Intergovernmental 

Conference on Environmental Education, environmental education is intended to 

encourage social groups and individuals to increase their awareness of and sensitivity to 

the environment, acquire a basic understanding of the environment, gain a set of values 

and feelings for the environment, acquire skills for solving environmental problems, and 

become involved in working towards resolutions (Hungerford and Volk 1990). O’Brien 

and Stoner (1987) state that the goal of environmental education is to “develop citizens 

who are knowledgeable about the world around them and involved in working toward a 

more livable future” (14). Environmental education can occur in a wide variety of 

institutions, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), nature centers, community 

centers, and formal schools.  For this study, elementary schools will be the particular 

focus.  

Selling the environmental crisis to children demands careful consideration. 

Almost every child in the United States has heard about certain environmental problems, 

so educators are trying to determine how to empower and inspire students to care about 

the Earth and take action to tackle current environmental issues in their communities and 

around the globe (King 1995). Yet this attempt has proved difficult to accomplish. 

Sensible treatment of “environmental concerns often falls prey to the political agendas of 
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those who have a vested interest in an unsustainable, resource-extractive approach to 

economic development” (Hudson 2011:283). Christensen, Long, and Wage (2008) 

believe this failure to educate children about environmental concerns is because “the 

dominant form of education today alienates us from life in the names of human 

domination, fragments instead of unifies, overemphasizes success and careers, separates 

feeling from intellect and the practical from the theoretical, and unleashes on the world 

minds ignorant of their ignorance” (223). The United States trails behind other 

industrialized countries in math and science education. The top-scoring twenty percent of 

US 8th graders are taught what 7th graders learn in high-scoring nations (Hudson 2011). 

Since the introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act, the number of weekly minutes 

devoted to science instructions in elementary schools was reduced from 226 minutes per 

week to 152 minutes per week, which is a 33% decrease (CEP 2008). No Child Left 

Behind made it more difficult for teachers to use a wide variety of children’s literature, 

with less time devoted to English as well (Hug 2010).  

It is of the opinion of many environmentalists that environmental education must 

be of interest to, and available to, today’s diverse audiences. Because modern society is 

so technologically- and media- driven, education also should provide a continuum of 

experiences from online to hands-on (Hudson 2011). If educators provide meaningful 

contextual experiences in natural environments that complement and expand classroom 

instruction, then students may be able to better understand and become interested in 

environmental topics (Wells and Zeece 2007). It is also important to recognize those who 

are making a difference in the world, especially young people, and to celebrate their 

accomplishments. People need to have a sense of hope and gratification from 
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environmental education so that one does suffer from the psychology of despair, a loss of 

“hope for the future and a sense that we as individuals cannot make a difference” 

(Hudson 2011:287). 

  Critical theorists argue for a socially critical approach to environmental education 

“that encourages students to engage in questioning the actions and values of society, 

including their own personal and collective impact on the environment” (Taylor et al. 

2009:4). This socio-critical component encourages students to question how their own 

actions and society’s decisions impact the environment. Critical theory examines the 

manner by which aspects of “power and knowledge are produced, disseminated, and 

ultimately linked” (Rexhepi and Torres 2011:684).  It occupies an antithetical stance to 

modern industrial society and totalitarian aspects of the modern state, illuminating “the 

constraining and enabling effects of material and institutional reality” (685). Politics and 

education tend to intersect, so objective, neutral educational practice is impossible. 

Because power plays such a huge role in configuring schooling and social reproduction, 

successful environmental education is hard to achieve. According to scholar David Orr 

(2004), “the worth of education must now be measured against the standards of decency 

and human survival—the issues now looming so large before us in the 21st century. It is 

not education, but education of a certain kind, that will save us” (8). This type of 

education “needs to comprise a holistic process in which there is coherence between the 

aims of the curriculum, its theoretical underpinnings, and the assessment regime” (Taylor 

et al. 2009:323). Introducing children to literature with environmental themes can provide 

this needed holistic approach to environmental knowledge and behavior. Successful 
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literature will carefully and subtly challenge hegemonic political discourse that may 

prevent other types of environmental education. 

 

Environmental Literature  

According to literary theorists, reading is a process where one searches for 

constancy within a text (Singer 2011).  Reading is an interactive process, and sociological 

studies that involve this action require measures of reliability. All works of fiction 

contain ideological information, and this “is both inevitable and disguised” (314).  

Ideologies in children’s books not only subtly reach out to children, but the stories also 

“address adult readers who have literary repertories of knowledge and strategies the child 

reader does not possess” (312). Because both adults and children read children’s books, 

these stories have dual meanings. Moreover, they aim to address environmental and 

social messages through their words, themes, settings, and characters.  

 In more recent stories, there is a decline of the perceived relevance of 

environmental issues. Because of urbanization and an increased access to television, 

fewer children are spending time outside and more time in the home. Because of this 

increased isolation from the natural world and an overall decline in environmental media 

content, there are fewer stories written today that contain environmental themes and 

animals (Williams et al. 2011). At the same time, built environments are much more 

common in children’s stories. Because children’s books play such an important role in 

socialization, it is imperative to delve into the world of children’s literature and examine 

how adults tell children tales about their world of social relations and belief systems 

(Williams et al. 2011).  
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Both children and nature share many socially constructed common traits. To the 

Western world, children and nature often represent innocence, a sense of wonder, 

imagination, and purity. Therefore, society often views children as “closer” to the natural 

world than adults (Dobrin and Kidd 2004). In the United States’ culture, both children 

and nature “are central to cultural characterizations of selfhood and otherness, identity, 

and consciousness” (Lesnik-Oberstein 1988:208). This idea that children and nature are 

so closely linked can be observed through many children’s books. Environmental themes 

in children’s books represent a variety of beliefs and stances regarding children’s 

relationship to the environment.  

Examining the environmental themes in children’s literature today is often 

complicated by the many different ways in which one can analyze these messages. 

Analyses of children’s books “are strenuously restrained within critical and fictional 

discourses which allocate to the child the natural, the self-evident, and the uniform” 

(210). While some young characters conquer or exploit the natural world, many stories 

today show children becoming “part of the natural as opposed to the civilized and 

civilizing adult” (213). The image or idea of a child in the natural world plays a central 

role in environmental awareness and activism (Lesnik-Oberstein 1988). Therefore, it is 

crucial to examine through an ecocritcal lens how children are perceived in these stories 

and how the child readers may be receiving these messages.  

 

Importance of Environmental Literature  

Reading is influential in children’s development and can help them understand 

scientific and social concepts in an imaginative, creative way (Burke and Cutter-
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Mackenzie 2010). According to Wason-Ellam (2010), “literature is like an atlas, an 

imaginative map of the universe as well as a guidebook leading children to both new and 

familiar horizons” (286). Children’s literature is a “medium of cultural communication as 

it is often integral to both individual and collective identity and the meanings in one’s 

life” (281). Children’s literature can be a springboard for shifting children’s beliefs and 

values. Stories help children connect to other human beings, articulating meaning through 

narratives, creating relationships, translating information into images or words, and 

exciting the imagination or sense of wonder (Wason-Ellam 2010).  Young readers can 

learn from works of fiction how their social worlds are organized and “challenge and 

transform the inequalities embedded within them” (Singer 2011:318).   

The rise of environmentalism over the past century has influenced the stories in 

children’s books (Williams et al. 2011). Animals are important in children’s stories 

because they provide a bridge for children to care about and connect with nature. A sense 

of wonder in books can be particularly strong when the book is about nature. According 

to Louv (2005), “reading does not swallow the senses or dictate thought. Reading 

stimulates the ecology of the imagination…environmental educators and activists 

repeatedly mention nature books as important childhood influences” (166). Literature 

specifically written for children can “enhance both the students’ and teachers’ awareness 

and appreciation of diverse constructions and understandings of nature, environment, and 

place” (Korteweg et al. 2010:331). Authors that write stories about how a “sense of 

place” affects people’s lives can in turn help the reader recognize how their own place 

shapes their own life. These kinds of stories will allow students to “recognize their own 

cultural identity and begin to develop a global identity as well” (Wasta 2010:190). 
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Children will ideally observe a mutual relationship between their culture and ecosystem 

by learning about places they encounter every day (Wells and Zeece 2007). By helping 

elementary school students increase their awareness of their own place, they will gain a 

greater appreciation for diversity and a clearer sense of self (Wasta 2010). 

Environmentally-conscious or land-based stories help readers imagine and empower 

others to live responsibly on the Earth, no matter where they are globally (Korteweg et al. 

2010).  

 Children’s environmental texts can also assist young people to become globally 

responsible, sustainable citizens for the future (Massey and Bradford 2011). Books and 

stories can inspire social change, environmental protection, and help kids explore 

science-related topics directly related to their lives, introducing children to science 

education and ecology in a non-threatening way (Hug 2010). Environmental literature 

can positively shape one’s “level of concern about and orientation toward the 

environment” (Mobley et al. 2010:424). Books have been shown to have a greater 

influence on environmentally responsible behavior than newspapers or television, and 

reading books may aid in the development of sensitivity towards the environment, in a 

way that may not result through formal environmental education (Mobley et al. 2010).  

Books that provide hope about the future of the environment can tell children, no matter 

how small, that they can create a big difference in the real world (Wells and Zeece 2007).  

 

Setbacks and Solutions of Environmental Literature  

That being said, this emphasis on the individual can be problematic when stories 

do not critique the state or the industry. Many environmentally themed children’s books 
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may be effective in articulating ecological problems but fail to promote political 

programs or collective action (Gaard 2008:16).  According to Massey and Bradford 

(2011), children’s books often focus on individuals’ relationships with the natural world, 

while avoiding issues regarding the sustainable development of industries, urbanization, 

and community action that sustains local ecologies, individuals, and groups.  

Another setback is that eco-literacy through children’s environmental literature in 

public schools has not been widely researched by academic scholars (Burke and Cutter-

Mckenzie 2010:312).  Research indicates that there is a lack of environmental literature 

read in schools today, but this may result from a lack of relevant stories with 

environmental themes. A study of 296 current, award-winning children’s picture books 

showed that environmentalism did not take a prominent place among the stories. Children 

are exposed to few images of the natural environment and humans interacting with nature 

or animals. This proves that young children “are not being socialized, at least through the 

source, toward greater understanding and appreciation of the natural world and the place 

of humans within it” (Williams et. al 2011:156). Many teachers do not discuss books’ 

latent environmental messages because of a lack of knowledge of environmental content, 

while students may not have the cognitive skills to understand these complex human and 

environmental relationships  (Hug 2010). Environmental education still connotes to many 

educators a narrow focus on natural science or strictly advocacy for the natural 

environment, ignoring other complex social messages within the text (Symcox et al. 

2009). According to Stevenson (2007): 

 
Introducing environmental education into a school challenges the 
dominant conception, organization, and transmission of knowledge, 
creating for most teachers a conflict with their approach to teaching 
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and learning. Treating knowledge and its transmission as problematic 
creates a new definition of the role of the teacher and demands 
changes in the organizational conditions under which teachers 
generally work. If environmental education…is ever to become a 
reality in schools, then these two issues must seriously be addressed 
(151). 
 

A common complaint is that educators cannot find appropriate children’s literature 

matching their required academic standards because these books conflict with their initial 

selections or because “those books are conceptualized as science books” (Hug 2010:374). 

Because of this pre-conceived notion, teachers may choose books with “naïve or 

damaging conceptions toward the environment” (Hug 2010:378). Therefore, there may be 

negative, misleading messages that supposedly address environmental concerns. For 

example, anthropomorphizing animals has the potential to convey misconceptions about 

human/environment relationships (Hug 2010).  

Although reading environmental literature does risk leaving children with feelings 

of powerlessness and hopelessness, there are solutions to assure that this practice is both 

beneficial for students’ imaginations and enjoyment and effective in creating positive 

change. Teachers should be made aware of issues and questions that may arise from 

reading these types of stories and consider the environmental developmental 

appropriateness of materials for use with children (Hug 2010). Discussions surrounding 

the stories should include “information about specific action strategies…combined with 

the concrete application of concepts to local environmental issues” (Mobley et al. 

2009:437). Children should be conscious that there are many different possibilities for 

exploring these issues and various ways to act and participate (Burke and Cutter-

Mackenzie 2010:327). Teachers and parents must allow their “children the kind of 
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childhood in which biophilia can put down roots” (Orr 2004:147), so that environmental 

literature can play a vital role in inspiring children to action for the Earth.  

 

Ecocriticism 

A way to analyze environmental texts is through the process of ecocriticism, a 

term coined in the 1970s (Buell 2005:13). Ecocriticism is the “study of the relationship 

between literature and environment conducted in a spirit of commitment to 

environmentalist praxis” (Christensen et al. 2008:37). It works to move the idea of 

environment from concept to concrete and is made possible by environmental concerns 

(Christensen et al. 2008). Ecocriticism observes the interconnection between nature and 

culture, especially the cultural artifacts of literature and language. As an academic 

discourse, it observes the distinctions and similarities between the human and non-human 

(Dobrin and Kidd 2004). 

 There are multiple ways to analyze children’s literature through an ecocritical 

perspective, and one is with an environmental justice ecocritical viewpoint.  

Environmental justice children’s literature includes “stories for children that examine 

how human rights and social justice issues are linked to ecological issues, [and] how 

environmental degradation affects human communities that have long sustained 

symbiotic relations with their earth habitats” (Gaard 2008:15). Most environmental 

stories are the opposite of what environmental justice activists are trying to achieve. They 

contain problematic notions about what is ‘natural’; many of these stories have ways of 

thinking that accept social inequality and separate “environmental problems from their 

corporate causes” (Sturgeon 2004:262).  Nature in these stories fits into a dominant 
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Western logic, where certain gender relations and racial identities are natural and the 

foundations of truth (Sturgeon 2004). These stories, emphasizing successful biocentric, 

multicultural, liberal children fighting to protect the environment, “eviscerate power-

laden histories of socially constructed difference” (270). Whereas environmental justice 

activists stress that the path toward a cleaner, more equitable society is through 

combating environmentally destructive corporations and governments, many children’s 

stories only offer solutions circulating around simple, individualized ideas, such as 

children recycling and disposing of toxic waste properly without the help of responsible 

adults (Sturgeon 2004).  

 Another viewpoint on children’s environmental literature is the ecofeminist 

perspective, which  “provides an antidote to the logic of domination” and examines how 

both women and nature are dominated by the hegemonic, patriarchal society (Gaard 

2008:15). By encouraging ecofeminist literacy, students will be looking at literary works 

from a new perspective (Dobrin and Kidd 2004). Ecofeminists hope that this perception 

can foster a critical approach of the modern “ecological crisis and the development of a 

global monoculture” (Schwartz 1999:114). The aim is to extend beyond this to social 

action, working together towards the creation of a socially and environmentally just 

world for all creatures of Earth (Schwartz 1999:114).   

The passions and fears concerning the environmental future have shaped the field 

of ecocriticism and “are inextricably woven into environmental texts for children” 

(Massey and Bradford 2011:125). However, it is questionable if elementary school 

students understand these advanced messages, because “most children’s books draw back 

from the pessimistic messages of environmentalists” (125). It is important to examine 
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these messages to understand how different identities will relate to the environment and 

its connection to humanity.  

 

Personal Identities and Environmentalism  

Gender is one of the variables that may influence how students interpret 

environmental messages in literature. Although there was few sources that discussed how 

different genders read and perceive environmental themes specifically in children’s 

literature, there is significant evidence that women are more likely to be involved in 

environmentally responsible behavior than men (Mobley et al. 2010). Studies undertaken 

from 1988 to 1998 found that “women reported significantly more general environmental 

concern than men” (Zelezny et al. 2000:444). Even adolescent girls were seen displaying 

stronger overall concern about the environment than boys (Zelezny et al. 2000). Despite 

the fact that women may show more environmental concern, another 2004 study posited 

that men engage in more public activism than females. Women are more likely to act in 

private, home-based environmental behaviors instead of more public, political activities 

(Johnson et al. 2004).  

Socialization theory states that behavior is predicted by the process of 

socialization, whereby individuals are shaped by gender expectations within the context 

of cultural norms. Across a wide variety of cultures, women are socialized to be more 

considerate, more interdependent, cooperative, nurturing, and helpful in caregiving roles; 

males are socialized to be more competitive and independent.  Because females are 

socialized to value the needs of others, women are more likely to exhibit altruism and 

helping behavior. Gender socialization significantly influences individual behavior very 
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early in life. According to gender socialization theory, ecocentrism, the fundamental 

belief that nature, the biosphere, and all living things have inherent values, is a 

characteristic of feminine socialization (Zelenzy et al. 2000).  

Different ethnicities are also socialized to think and behave in certain ways. 

According to an empirical study conducted in 2004, African-Americans are significantly 

less likely than other ethnic groups to frequently read environmental or conservation 

literature. African-Americans and Latinos were significantly less likely than Caucasians 

to recycle, and foreign-born and U.S.-born Latinos were less likely than Caucasians to 

join an environmental group (Johnson et. al 2004). The results yield that “environmental 

belief and activism vary by ethnicity despite similarity for certain socioeconomic 

characteristics and environmental belief” (178). It is imperative to note that there will 

always be diversity in environmental belief and behavior within any ethnic group. In 

some cases, minorities are more likely to engage in environmental activities than 

Caucasians. In other parts of the United States, the opposite may be true. It is important 

to keep in mind that these patterns may be due partly based on how one defines 

environmentalism. Caucasians tend to participate in activities most constant with white, 

middle-class environmentalism, whereas African-Americans and Latinos may engage in 

other activities that those who conducted this survey may not have deemed 

“environmental.”   

These two studies conclude that various ethnic groups and genders will respond 

differently to environmental literature. U.S.-born Latinos, Caucasians, and Asians seem 

to have the strongest environmental concern, and women are more likely to be 

environmentally aware than men. Despite their levels of awareness, some children are 
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more prone to experience hopelessness and despair than others, “particularly those 

already disenfranchised groups such as poor black children and girls” (King 2005:5). 

This may result in women and low-income African-Americans being hesitant to read 

environmentally-themed literature. There are also additional factors that may contribute 

to how children understand environmental themes in books. For example, pro-

environmental attitudes in the household may strengthen already existing environmental 

approaches (Mobley et al. 2010).  

Because of the multitude of variables that affect how children perceive these 

messages, there is not one perfect environmental literature book suited for all children. 

There are a variety of well written, well-told stories that preach different environmental 

messages, tell different stories, and contain different types of characters. It is imperative 

to understand this when conducting ecocritical analyses on children’s texts and testing to 

see how a diverse group of students respond to them. Understanding the flaws, intentions, 

and qualities of each story highlights the most effective ways to communicate 

environmental lessons in children’s books, and the potential for more stories to be just as 

successful in advocating for change.  
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METHODOLOGY 

 I used an exploratory approach to understand the environmental messages in 

children’s literature and their reception and interpretation by public school students. 

Exploratory approach is undertaken to better understand a particular persistent 

phenomenon and to test and develop the methods for a more widespread study in the 

future (Babbie 2010). While still focusing on describing and explaining children’s 

environmental literature, I began the study by simply exploring what was read in the 

classrooms and relying on numerous external literature sources covering this topic and 

others related to my thesis.  

 My methods centered on two components: an ecocritical analysis of children’s 

literature taught in local classrooms and the written responses of 3rd and 5th grade 

students to a reading of The Lorax.  

 

Qualitative Research and an Exploratory Approach  

 This project grew out of my desire to explore environmental literature in public 

schools. I decided to focus on elementary schools in Walla Walla, Washington in order to 

understand what elementary school children were reading in contemporary classrooms 

and how they interpreted the environmental themes in popular environmental literature. 

For the latter objective, I used Dr. Seuss children’s book The Lorax. 

 Like most researchers who are involved with exploratory studies, I chose this topic to 

satisfy my curiosity and a desire to gain a better understanding of a particular social issue, 

in this case children’s environmental literature as a useful form of environmental 

education. Over time, I hope this preliminary study can become increasingly focused and 



	   24	  

researched and someday be valuable in future social science research. I wished to think 

comparatively about the books studied and the classrooms while conducting my semi-

structured research with a critical and sociological mind. 

  I contacted the Assistant Superintendent of Walla Walla Public Schools, Dr. 

Linda Boggs, and asked to see what types of environmental literature existed for 

elementary school students to read. I proposed working at Sharpstein Elementary School 

in Walla Walla, Washington, and later I conducted research at Blue Ridge Elementary as 

well due to a less than adequate response at the former institution. I also asked to spend 

one day in each classroom to read The Lorax out loud and then have each student answer 

a short questionnaire about what they learned from the story.  

 Dr. Boggs shared the contact information for Sharpstein’s and Blue Ridge’s 

principals. I conducted the in-class research at the two public schools through 

convenience sampling. I was given the e-mails of the third and fifth grade teachers by the 

principals, and I continued my research in the classrooms based on who responded. This 

resulted in research in one third-grade and one fifth-grade classroom at each of the two 

schools for a total of four classrooms. Each teacher from the classrooms told me what 

books they were reading out loud to the classroom this 2011-2012 school year.  I decided 

to solely focus on read-alouds because of its consistency across classrooms and its ability 

to reach all of the students. I also read The Lorax aloud to each classroom in order to 

understand how the children perceive environmental messages and if this differs across 

gender, ethnicity, and/or age.  
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Content Analysis  

  I conducted an ecocritical content analysis on each of the books, as I was 

interested in exploring the following narratives:  

1. The ethnicity, gender, and characteristics of the protagonist and other key 

characters  

2. The role “Nature” plays in the story  

3. Other social and environmental themes present in the story  

In this content analysis, I utilized the coding operations. Coding, as defined by 

Babbie (2010), is the “process of transforming raw data into a standardized form” (338). 

Coding in this case involved the logic of conceptualization and operationalization.  In 

order to comprehend and operationalize my content analysis, it is important to understand 

the latent content present in the stories. Latent content is the “underlying meaning of 

communications” (Babbie 2010:338), so I also made an overall assessment of how the 

books portrayed nature and the environment, as well as different genders and ethnicities. 

Ecocritical analyses are important in understanding text from an environmental 

standpoint, using a critical perspective to analyze the written word. Through these 

analyses of the latent content, one can understand what messages the children are 

receiving when they read the stories. It will also highlight which genders and ethnicities 

may relate best to these stories, based on the protagonists’ identities and other characters. 

It was important to not just look at the most obvious environmental themes but also 

remember the environmental justice and ecofeminist viewpoints that are present in the 

texts.  

 



	   26	  

Sharpstein Elementary School  

 Sharpstein Elementary School is located in Walla Walla, Washington, a town 

composed of 31,286 residents in the southeastern part of the state (City Data 2009). 

According to the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), 77.85% of 

Sharpstein 5th grade test-takers exceeded the average 5th grade reading standard of the 

state. For science, 56.4% of the 5th grade students exceeded the state standard, and 56.4% 

of the third grade students exceeded the state average. As of October 2007, the student 

enrollment in Sharpstein was 52.6% female and 47.4% male. The school population is 

49.4% white, 44.6% Hispanic, 2.4% black, 2.6% Asian, and .9% American 

Indian/Alaskan Native. Sixty-two percent of the students were on free or reduced-price 

meals (Washington State Report Card 2012). The school also has an interactive school 

garden, where students engage in experiential education as they learn about nutrition and 

locally grown food. This is an environmental education aspect of the school that is 

important to note for this study.  

   The fifth grade teacher at Sharpstein does not face any external pressure when 

choosing the books, deciding his selection based on his personal interest or intuition that 

the books may capture his students’ interests. The third grade Sharpstein teacher stated 

that she chooses books with moral messages because it incites discussion and a chance to 

talk with the children about issues that exist in their lives. She states that her books do not 

have a lot of environmental themes because it is difficult to find fiction books with these 

types of messages. After talking to the teachers, I learned what books are read aloud in 

each classroom for the 2011-2012 school year. This allowed me to conduct an ecocritical 
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content analysis on these books to examine what social and environmental messages are 

present in these juvenile novels. 

  I first attended Sharpstein Elementary School’s fifth grade classroom, so the third 

question on my survey about The Lorax was different than my other questionnaires 

because almost every student simply said he or she would “plant the seed” after hearing 

the Once-ler’s story (Figure 1). The third question was changed for the remaining three 

classrooms to: “Why was the Once-ler cutting down all the trees?” (Figure 2).  The fifth 

grade teacher was present during my reading of the story, but there was a substitute 

teacher for the third grade classroom at Sharpstein. After I was finished collecting the 

data, I entered the students’ answers into my computer, only aware of each student’s 

gender and ethnicity, as the questionnaires were anonymous.  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

Figure 1—Questionnaire for Sharpstein Elementary School’s 5th grade classroom  

 

 

 

1. What	  do	  you	  think	  the	  message	  of	  the	  story	  is?	  	  

2. If	  you	  were	  the	  Lorax,	  what	  would	  you	  do	  so	  that	  the	  Once-‐ler	  

would	  not	  destroy	  the	  trees?	  	  

3. 	  If	  you	  were	  the	  boy	  who	  receives	  the	  seed,	  what	  would	  you	  do	  

after	  you	  hear	  the	  Once-‐ler’s	  story?	  	  

4. Who	  is	  your	  favorite	  character	  in	  the	  story	  and	  why?	  	  
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Blue Ridge Elementary School  

  Because of lack of sufficient teacher response from Sharpstein, I also conducted 

research at Blue Ridge Elementary School, another public school located in Walla Walla. 

According to the 2007-08 WASL results, 54.5% of 5th grade students at Blue Ridge 

exceeded the reading standard, while only 12.1% of 5th grade students exceeded the 

standard in science. As of October 2007, 56.1% of the school’s population was male and 

43.9% female. Caucasian students represented 33.4% of the school’s population, with 

63.9% as Hispanic, 1% black, 1.3% Asian, and .3% American Indian/Alaskan Native. 

Eight-seven percent of the students were on free or reduced-price meals as of May 2008 

(Washington State Report Card 2012). There are no recorded environmental education 

initiatives at the school.  

  The same methods were applied at Blue Ridge as they were in Sharpstein. The 

fifth grade teacher stated that the number of books she reads aloud each year and time she 

has to do so have decreased because of the school’s desire to improve their state testing 

scores. She chooses books based on their historical relevance and what else she is 

teaching. For the fifth grade classroom, four other adults were present for the reading of 

The Lorax. They were there to answer questions for students who were confused over the 

questionnaire. In the third grade classroom, two adults, a teacher, and an assistant, were 

present for the reading. For this classroom, the librarian reads picture books out loud to 

the students. The librarian chooses what books to read aloud by using the Washington 

Children’s Choice Picture Books, and the students vote on their favorite book in the 

spring.  
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Figure 2—Questionnaire for Blue Ridge Elementary and Sharpstein’s 3rd grade 

classroom  

 

Ethical considerations  

Because of my involvement with elementary schools and children, I needed to 

consider the ethical implications and risks associated with this study. While ethical 

concerns for this study were nominal, preventive ethics were still undertaken to ensure 

anonymity of the students. Conducting any research in schools required achieving 

permission at a variety of bureaucratic levels, so I knew that I must be patient and contact 

officials first from both Whitman College and Walla Walla Public Schools to ensure that 

I had permission to collect data.  

Once in the classrooms, it was important to assure that the students’ parents were 

okay with me using their child’s answers in my study, albeit anonymous. Before reading 

The Lorax, the teachers distributed a permission slip that I had written to each student. If 

any parent of a student did not wish his or her child to participate in the research, they 

could choose to opt-out of the research and were not included in the study. I did not ask 

1. What	  do	  you	  think	  the	  message	  of	  the	  story	  is?	  	  

2. If	  you	  were	  the	  Lorax,	  what	  would	  you	  do	  so	  that	  the	  Once-‐

ler	  would	  not	  destroy	  the	  trees?	  	  

3. Why	  was	  the	  Once-‐ler	  cutting	  down	  all	  the	  trees?	  	  

4. Who	  is	  your	  favorite	  character	  in	  the	  story	  and	  why?	  	  
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for any of the students’ names, and if they wrote it on their questionnaire anyway, I chose 

to ignore it. I was only aware of students’ self-reported gender and ethnicity.  

 

The Strengths and Limitations of my Research  

 Collecting qualitative data from children in group settings always runs the risk of 

certain outlying factors that may affect answers, and it is important to recognize these 

limitations.  First of all, it is impossible to be certain that each student’s answers 

completely reflected his or her own opinion. Since the questionnaires were completed in 

a classroom setting, students could have shared opinions to help each other with their 

responses. The teachers and I were available for questions and encouraged each student 

to think for him or herself, but we could not control completely if some students copied 

each other’s answers. Secondly, it is also possible that some of them answered based on 

what they assumed I would want to hear (that they need to save the environment and 

plant trees because it’s “wrong” to do otherwise). Lastly, because I was a young outsider, 

because the questionnaires were not graded, and because the questionnaires were 

anonymous, it was also clear that some of the students decided to be humorous with their 

responses, so it is unclear as to how they would have otherwise answered the questions in 

a more serious setting. The classrooms differed with level of seriousness regarding this 

assignment. Only a substitute teacher and I were present in the 3rd grade Sharpstein 

classroom, so it is possible the students may not have seen it as a legitimate assignment. 

On the other hand, there were four teachers at the 5th grade Blue Ridge classroom, which 

consisted of 43 students, and the teachers were all helpful. In this location, the reading 
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occurred in a structured environment, where reading out loud was part of the norm for 

that time of day.   

Contacting teachers and waiting for responses required patience and a willingness 

to be flexible. Most of the teachers did not reply immediately or were non-responsive. I 

had to be willing to change my research according to teachers’ availability and their 

desire to involve themselves with my research. I had to accept that things were not 

always going to go exactly as planned. I also had to be open and willing to change my 

research methods based on each teacher’s reading curriculum. Their books may have not 

had any environmental themes or they may have not had the exact method of assigning 

books as I had expected. Due to the ambiguity of this research, my analysis was largely 

exploratory, and I hope that my thesis will provide a preliminary study of this topic.  

I had to ensure that this research never veered off of the sociological track.  It was 

important to find theories and methods that matched my subjects and ideas. On the other 

hand, this freedom granted me flexibility that I may not have had with stricter theory-

based research. Another advantage to researching in the schools is that once I was 

granted permission to enter, it was fairly easy to get what I needed. Officials and teachers 

were friendly and willing to help. The low-risk factor of my study also proved helpful for 

me to collect the data I needed and to receive the answers I was looking for. Finally, 

another strength of my research is that I attempted to remain as much of an objective 

outsider with the children as possible. I did not tell them what I was researching or what I 

wanted out of their questionnaires. I simply read the story, handed out the questions, and 

told them to ask me questions if they needed help.  
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RESULTS 

Ecocritical Content Analyses  

Sharpstein 5th grade classroom 

 Approaching each of the children’s stories from an ecocritical perspective 

provides a valuable way to examine latent environmental and social themes in each book. 

In the surveyed Sharpstein Elementary School’s fifth grade classrooms, the teacher read 

aloud four children’s books during the 2011-2012 school year. These are Harris and Me 

(1993) by Gary Paulsen, The Secret Garden ([1910]2007) by Frances Hodgson Burnett, 

Artemis Fowl (2002) by Eoin Colfer, and Summer of the Monkeys (1976) by Wilson 

Rawls. One of the novels, Artemis Fowl, has latent environmental messages. Although 

there is heavy nature imagery in the other three stories, there are no explicit 

environmental messages that ask the reader to change the way society treats the natural 

world.  

Environmental messages are any themes concerning the health of ecosystems. 

These often include a call for some sort of restoration or improvement of the natural 

environment and to prevent anthropogenic factors that may harm parts of or an entire 

ecosystem. Children’s books written before the modern environmental movement 

(approximately 1970, the date of the first Earth Day) or in which the stories take place 

before the modern environmental movement, often do not overtly discuss current 

environmental problems or solutions, but the children in these stories tend to have close 

relationships with the natural world. For more modern books, any obvious environmental 

messages encompass contemporary issues such as pollution, degradation of habitat, and 

other current environmental problems. However, present day novels’ human characters 
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are increasingly isolated from the natural world, so it will be hard for children to think 

critically about society’s treatment of the environment when they are being socialized to 

see a distinct barrier between humankind and nature.  

Among the four novels encountered in the fifth grade Sharpstein classroom, only 

Artemis Fowl, written in 2001, obviously addressed modern environmental problems. 

Although it takes place on an Earth where fairies and other fantastical creatures exist, 

humans display the same traits of greed and superiority to other life forms as they do in 

the real world. One of the protagonists, Captain Holly Short, is a fairy policewoman, who 

frequently comments on the selfish actions of the Mud People, the fairy term for human 

beings. She explains how the Mud People experimented with mineral drilling, driving 

fairies out of “the shallow forts and into the depths and security of Haven City” (Colfer 

2001:36), an overcrowded and underserviced metropolis. With this fictional anecdote, 

one can draw parallels to modern industrialized society, where capitalist nations 

frequently exploit and displace various ethnic groups in less-developed countries, so that 

modern nations may benefit from their countries’ rich natural resources. 

Holly Short, flying over the ocean, notices the pollution affecting the dolphins, 

“bleaching their skin white and giving them red sores on their backs. And although she 

smiled, her heart was breaking. Mud People had a lot to answer for” (68). Holly and the 

other fairies have a complete dislike for humans, especially because their greed results in 

environmental degradation and harm to all other species. Holly believes that life was 

once pristine until modern or industrialized humanity ruined the natural world. The 

human race displaced simpler societies living in harmony with nature, and Holly is of the 

conviction that a type of policing needs to exist in order to enforce environmental 
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sustainability. In drawing this image, children may question the actions of their society 

and feel sympathetic for the harmless dolphins.  Other comments from Holly subtly 

address current issues, such as when she tells humans to wash the fruits or vegetables 

because she doesn’t “want any of your chemical poisons in my blood” (142). Another 

fairy, during his narration, points out that history has taught him “that humans couldn’t 

get along with anyone, even themselves” (124). These brief but opinionated comments 

alert the reader that although this is a fantasy world, the actions of human beings towards 

each other, the fairies, and dolphins are not too different from what is occurring in 

today’s reality.  

The other protagonist of the story is a criminal mastermind, a 12-year old Irish 

male named Artemis Fowl. He only feels sympathy to the three female characters in the 

story: his bed-ridden mother, 16-year old Juliet, and Holly. When a hypodermic needle is 

plunged into Holly’s body after Artemis captures her, for a moment, Artemis experiences 

“misgivings. A female. A female, like Juliet, or Mother. Then the moment passed and he 

was himself again” (Colfer 2001:76). This can be interpreted as a sublimated rape scene; 

the male, once again, is raping the female earth-bound figure. Whether or not these 

gendered roles were conscious choices of the author, they are a perfect example of the 

socialized differences between male and female and how the different genders may react 

to environmental problems. The earth-bound female, whose people have been 

subordinated by the human race, is abused and held captive by the powerful and greedy 

male character. This relationship draws numerous parallels to the modern patriarchal 

society that disempowers women and marginalized indigenous communities. 
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  While the beautiful landscape of Ireland does not teach Artemis how to be a 

virtuous person, 10-year old Mary Lennox learns about magic, friendship, and goodness 

with her secret garden in the United Kingdom. Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret 

Garden was written in 1910, when the British ruled the Indian subcontinent. After 

Mary’s parents die of cholera in India, she is sent to a mansion on the English moors. At 

first, Mary is depressed, spoiled, and unfriendly, but she soon begins to make “heaps of 

earth and paths for a garden” (Burnett [1910]2007:10), providing her a sense of 

consolation and loss, foreshadowing the real garden that she will later bring to life. The 

fresh wind from the moor soon blows the “cobwebs out of her young brain and to waken 

her up a little” (43). This represents the belief that Burnett and many other English 

citizens at the time held that the countryside of England and America is beneficial for a 

young person’s mental and physical health. Mary begins to care about things other than 

herself and is able to increase her awareness of the world around her. After a long rain, 

she notices herbaceous beds, “things sprouting and pushing out from the roots of clumps 

of plants” (134). Six months ago, Mary would not have seen the world coming to life like 

this, “but now she missed nothing” (134).  The healing power of nature continues with 

Colin, Mary’s cousin, who has an unidentified spinal problem and never leaves his room. 

When Mary takes him to the renewed, beautiful secret garden, Mary notices how strange 

and different Colin looks with a pink glow of color in his face. With their frequent visits 

to the garden, Colin becomes the bloom of health as he learns to plant, garden, and walk. 

Colin realizes that the earth needs cultivation in order for the garden to not return back to 

its abandoned state, and this gives him hope.  
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Although a garden is a socially constructed natural environment, the children are 

still immersed in this “wilderness of growing things” (144), and it allows them to thrive 

both spiritually and physically. This view of the “natural” is in almost complete contrast 

to how it is portrayed in Artemis Fowl.  Mary and Colin can exist in harmony with the 

garden, but it seems impossible for the characters in Artemis Fowl to co-exist with any 

other species, even their own. In the garden, nature is a pristine place where every living 

creature can thrive if well-tended. This bucolic imagery does not exist in Ireland for 

Artemis; the degraded, formerly immaculate state has been painted over with pollution 

and suffering. Nature is not a place to heal, but a lost entity to mourn.  

The farms in Harris and Me and Summer of the Monkeys are also areas where 

young children can heal and thrive physically and psychologically. The altered 

landscapes are not meant to be mourned but to be managed responsibly so that the 

families can continue to live off the land.  The protagonist in Harris and Me is an eleven-

year old white boy, whose alcoholic parents send him away for a summer to family 

relatives on a remote farm in Minnesota.  While there, he befriends his cousin, Harris 

Larson, a daredevil of a nine-year old, who takes him on various adventures around the 

farm. The boys engage in daily farm chores, and the protagonist finds a loving and 

supportive family that encourages hard work and compassion towards each other. As the 

boy is leaving the farm at the end of the summer, he remembers “the horses and the 

pigs…and swimming” (Paulsen 2007:154). Like The Secret Garden, nature is deployed 

to help the child heal and grow from the absence of deceased or incompetent parents. 

Both of these children faced a crisis with the instability of the nuclear family, and so it 

“can only be solved by reinstating a natural order” (Sturgeon 2004:266).  Taking place in 
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1953, Harris and Me mentions no environmental problems, but it simply highlights the 

benefits of children spending time outside, as Harris and the protagonist are hardly ever 

confined to a built environment.  

Jay Berry Lee of Summer of the Monkeys also spends as little time as possible 

indoors.  The protagonist is a 14-year-old boy who lives on a farm on Cherokee land in 

Oklahoma in the Ozark Mountains during the late 1800s. Jay considers himself one of the 

happiest boys on earth, claiming he “was just about as wild as the gray squirrels in the 

sycamore trees, and as free as the red-tail hawks that wheeed their cries in those Ozark 

skies” (Rawls 1976:13). Rawls glorifies the beauty of the Ozarks through Jay’s euphoria 

of spending time outside. Jay tells the reader that “if you closed your eyes and filled your 

lungs full of that sweet-smelling stuff, your head would get as light as a hummingbird’s 

feather and feel as if it was going to sail away by itself” (14). Jay describes later that 

when he breathes in the fresh-scented air, he feels like he “had just been born again and 

had my whole life to live again” (167). These scenes do not try to call the reader to think 

critically about society’s actions towards the environment, but they may incite the reader 

to play outside, and in turn, be called to save those pristine, natural environments that can 

spark such sublime feelings.  

Jay Berry’s twin sister, Daisy, has a crippled leg and lives “in one of those girl 

kind of worlds” (38), full of strange old men, fairies, angels, and other fantastical 

creatures. Daisy is the voice for the protection of all living things; she openly rejects Jay 

Berry’s desire to catch and hunt animals. Daisy tells the story of the Old Man of the 

Mountains who takes care of all the species of the hills. She asserts, “When God made 

these hills he needed someone to take care of the animals and birds and flowers” (40). Jay 
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Berry has a hard time believing her, stating that he thought “girls were the only ones that 

felt sorry for the animals” (40). This difference in gender perception of the natural world 

is an example of gender socialization, with women having greater sensitivity toward 

environmental issues than men. Women are constantly constructed in fiction as “closer” 

to nature than men; their gender represents some kind of intuitive mother figure, whereas 

men are routinely cast in destructive or exploitive roles or as warriors who must fight to 

protect the nobler earth-feminine figures. In this story, the men are taught to hunt and 

fish, and the women stay at home to cook and take care of the family. Jay Berry’s 

grandfather sums up these gendered perceptions of the environment: “When it comes to 

hunting and fishing and things like that, women can’t see things like men can” (71). In 

Harris and Me, the women’s role on the farm is to cook and do basic farm chores, while 

the two young boys play games with the animals and gallivant across the property.  

In The Secret Garden, both male and female tend to the garden, helping it grow, 

while learning lifelong lessons and gaining friendships within its walls. It is clear, 

however, that the author holds strong opinions of different ethnic groups and 

geographical locations. Mary was not born in India, but had lived there for quite some 

time, so she “had always been ill in one way or another” (Burnett [1910]2007:1). This 

reflects the prevalent English views of the time, that the Indian climate and “dark faced” 

people were dangerous to English children’s health. Later on, as Mary is noticing how 

good she feels from the fresh wind from the moor, she remembers “in India she had 

always felt hot and too languid to care about anything” (43). Through the rhetoric of the 

story, it is clear that the author aims to show that the United Kingdom is cleaner and 

healthier than India, for it is in England where Mary’s soul and mind are cleared, and she 
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is able to become a nicer, enlightened person. Ireland is also portrayed more positively 

than other countries in Artemis Fowl, due to Colfer’s Irish heritage. The only race the 

fairies feel affinity for is the Irish: “Perhaps it was their eccentricity, perhaps their 

dedication to the craic, as they called it. And if the People [fairies] were actually related 

to humans, as another theory had it, odds are that the Emerald Isle was where it started” 

(Colfer 2001:69). The environmentally-aware fairies describe Ireland as picturesque, and 

they are glad that the Mud People hadn’t been able to destroy that, “not yet 

anyway…give them another century or two” (72). There is not much further discussion in 

this story about other countries, but it is clear that although the Mud People are 

destructive and greedy, Ireland is one of the only places where their damaging practices 

are less visible.    

Ethnic differences in Harris and Me and Summer of the Monkeys are subtly 

mentioned, but the rhetoric is essential to note. Both stories occur in the middle of the 

United States, and there is slight discussion about the families’ relationships with Native 

Americans. In Harris and Me, the narrator recalls playing Cowboys and Indians, and 

“you were always the cowboy and always won” (Paulsen 2007:72). Harris, however, 

states that he only plays with the “red Indians” and they always win. The narrator tries to 

figure out a way a Native American can come up with a “silver-plated six-shooter—

something to do with barter and some ponies” (73), but Harris tells him that red Indians 

never use a six-shooter, but they still lurk and “shoot the hell out of everything” (73), 

while following the rules. These are, of course, assumptions made by two young, 

innocent American boys, but their parents and community have most likely relayed these 

opinions of the Native Americans to them. These socially constructed opinions of another 
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culture are not discussed in Summer of the Monkeys, but the family lives on Cherokee 

land, “smack dab in the middle of the Cherokee Nation” (Rawls 1976:9). The history of 

this relationship between the small farmers and the Native Americans are never 

discussed. In this case, it seems like the Native Americans have the power over the white 

sharecroppers.  Land conflicts and other environmental issues that either exist or arose in 

the past are viewed as nonexistent. The feeling of “otherness” towards the Native 

Americans are felt by the protagonist in the story, as he never has a direct interaction with 

the Cherokees, only noticing them briefly around town.  

These latent labelings of the “Other” in these stories allow for the focus of the 

novels to exist entirely on the main characters themselves, all white European or Euro-

American children. The Indians, the Native Americans, and the non-Irish are not 

discussed in great detail in any of the novels, but centering the stories on Caucasian 

children may isolate different ethnic groups from these characters and their messages. 

The exceptionalism of the cultures of Ireland and England in Artemis Fowl and The 

Secret Garden convey the authors’ nationalistic viewpoints that their countries are 

superior in terms of cleanliness, environmental sensitivity, and capabilities of 

understanding Magic in both secret gardens and the underground fairy world. This further 

asserts the claim that knowledge is socially constructed through children’s literature, and 

young students are socialized to think in a certain way due to stories’ covert ethnic 

portrayals.  
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Sharpstein 3rd grade classroom  

In the Sharpstein Elementary third grade classroom, none of the four read-aloud 

books in the 2011-2012 school year contained significant environmental themes or heavy 

nature imagery. Runaway Ralph, written by Beverly Cleary in 1970, contains settings, 

characters, and themes that do not necessitate discussion of environmental issues. Katie 

DiCamillo’s Because of Winn-Dixie (2000), Bud, Not Buddy (1999) by Christopher Paul 

Curtis, and Judy Blume’s Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing (1972) contain subtle 

messages that are worthy of discussion in this ecocritical analysis, but environmentalism 

is not a topic of discussion. However, it is still important to examine these from an 

environmental justice or ecofeminist standpoint.  

Bud, Not Buddy takes place in Michigan in 1936 during the Great Depression. 

The protagonist is ten-year old Bud Caldwell, an orphan ever since his mother died four 

years earlier. This story teaches its young readers about the historical period where many 

families struggled to get by, and African-Americans migrated to the North. Growing up 

in an urban environment, Bud has limited knowledge of the natural world and views the 

countryside and the city as completely dichotomous environments. He sees the 

countryside as a dangerous, unfamiliar place that presents many more risks than the city. 

As he escapes from Flint, Michigan, he hears the sounds of bugs, frogs, mice, and rats 

“playing a dangerous, scary kinds of hide-and-go-seek where they rustle around and try 

to keep away from each other or try to find each other. Instead of being tagged and called 

‘it’…out here the ones that got, got ate up” (Curtis 1999:97). Bud, as a result of his 

upbringing in the city, is frightened by natural noises of animals and views them as a 
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threat to his survival.  Bud’s sentiments are representative of many people living in cities 

both in the 1930s and today. The countryside is seen as a dangerous, hostile place, and 

the built environment of a city will provide more protection. This is especially true for 

many African-Americans during the 1930s, when cities of the North represented refuge 

and opportunity, as opposed to the racist, rural South.  

As a mouse himself, Ralph has a much different take on the world than Bud. In 

Runaway Ralph, the protagonist, Ralph, runs away from home on his toy motorcycle and 

finds himself in captivity at a summer camp.  A story about the value of home, this story 

contains little in the way of environmental messages, as it is simply told from an 

adventurous mouse’s point of view. It is important to note that this novel furthers the 

stereotype of boys’ and girls’ various attitudes towards mice. Ralph knows that boys 

liked mice, and women “referred to mice as nasty creatures or pesky rodents, and from 

Ralph’s point of view spent their time trying to outwit perfectly harmless little animals” 

(Cleary 1970:63). It is a boy who captures Ralph and eventually lets him go. Animals in 

children’s stories are a popular choice, and as stated earlier, anthropomorphizing animal 

behavior has the potential to create misconceptions regarding animal-human interactions 

(Hug 2010).  

In DiCamillo’s Because of Winn-Dixie, the scruffy dog, Winn-Dixie, is not 

anthropomorphized, yet she fills the missing gap left by India Opal’s mother when she 

abandoned her and the father years earlier. Once again, a once-nuclear family is made 

unstable by the lack of the mother. The absence of this “good maternal woman” requires 

some form of nature to “reconstitute the heterosexist patriarchal family” (Sturgeon 

2004:267).  After moving to Florida, the young protagonist India is alone with her 
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preacher father, who spends more time preaching than with his daughter. India bonds 

quickly with the orphaned dog she discovers in the supermarket because she doesn’t have 

a mother either. At the end of the story, India accepts the fact that her mother is not 

coming back and feels her heart filled with love. She remembers a tree she planted earlier 

on in the story. It still resembles a plant more than a tree, but  “the leaves and the 

branches felt real strong and good and right” (DiCamillo 2000:178). Once again, an 

animal character helps heal a broken home, and the patriarchal family is restored with the 

arrival of the loving dog.  

There is no need for nature to save the Hatcher family in Tales of a Fourth Grade 

Nothing. This conventional, patriarchal, and conservative family already seems as natural 

as possible—“pure, unchanging, untainted by social influence and without history” 

(Sturgeon 2004:263). The Hatchers are a middle-class family living contentedly on the 

Upper West Side of Manhattan in the 1970s (Singer 2011). Mr. Hatcher works for an 

advertising company amongst all white men. When he is left without his stay-at-home 

wife, he fails at cooking and taking adequate care of his children. The protagonist, Peter, 

is the oldest son and worries throughout the book that his brother is getting more 

attention than he is, even if the boys have more than enough toys and affection. When 

Peter’s brother swallows his turtle, his parents give him a dog to compensate for his loss. 

This story “supports the prevailing social system, since nothing about Peter’s story or 

experience challenges or changes the way his life or his family is organized” (Singer 

2011:315). It neither confronts unfair systems nor critiques unequal relationships, instead 

presenting them as indifferent and natural.  
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Peter, because of his upbringing, approaches any environmental problem through 

a mainstream, traditional lens. He does not think about environmental justice issues, such 

as community health and power relations as the cause of environmental problems 

(Sturgeon 2004). Peter comments on how the leaves turn darker and fall off the trees in 

the fall, but they don’t turn as bright red, yellow, and orange as they do in the country 

because of all the air pollution in New York City. Peter thinks that is “too bad. Because 

yellow and orange and red leaves really look neat!” (Blume 1972:31)  In order to solve 

this problem, Peter proposes, for a school project, that the city should install a citywide 

monorail system because it’s practical and will decrease air pollution and traffic. 

Although just a child, Peter does not consider the other causes of air pollution beyond the 

fact that it inhibits pretty leaves. He and his male best friend refuse to listen to their 

female partner when she thinks the monorail idea is impractical. His patriarchal white, 

middle-class nuclear family counters environmental justice activists’ aims to challenge 

the status quo and support healthy empowered communities with strong extended 

families and participatory democracy (Sturgeon 2004). Peter believes all is perfect and 

“natural” once his parents reward him, for no apparent reason, with a dog.  

 

Blue Ridge 5th grade classroom 

This year, the 5th grade Blue Ridge classroom was only able to read three books 

out loud because of the school’s recent focus on improving their overall test scores and 

academic profile. Despite this decrease in the reading curriculum, two out of the three 

books contained strong environmental messages. Written in 1998, Among the Hidden by 

Margaret Peterson Haddix is a fictional futuristic novel discussing overpopulation. The 
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main focus of Jerry Spinelli’s Crash (1996) is bullying, but the virtuous, kind characters 

of the story are all active environmentalists in their middle-class suburban lives. Frindle 

(1996), written by Andrew Clements, is not environmentally themed literature, but it does 

encourage entrepreneurial thinking that inevitably leads to mass consumption of a 

product and ultimate monetary and social success.  

Clements’ Frindle centers on the pioneering Nick Allen, another white middle 

class male who lives comfortably in his suburban home. Fifth grader Nick decides to 

change the name for pen to “frindle” after learning how words are created in a classroom. 

Eventually, this change gains national attention and, thanks to an entrepreneur family 

friend, there are soon “frindle shirts and sunglasses and erasers and notebooks and papers 

and dozens of other items. The new lines of frindles imported from Japan were a big hit, 

and now there was talk of selling them in Japan and Europe as well” (Clements 1996:85). 

This commodification of an idea into cheaply produced items, which are then imported 

and exported across the world, displays the power of capitalism. When Nick turns 21, 

“the frindle trust fund set up by his father became legally Nick’s…Nick was so rich he 

couldn’t even begin to imagine how rich he really was” (95). Nick gives some of the 

money to his family and spends some on a computer, new games, and a bike. This proves 

that hard work and innovative thinking will reward you with monetary victory, which you 

can then use to support your nuclear family and buy consumer items. It does not mention 

the environmental implications of mass-producing such an item and its subsequent 

products. It also does not take into account institutional barriers that may impede other 

socioeconomic classes or ethnicities from achieving such an accomplishment. Because 

Nick had the social capital and comfortable living standards to attain greatness, he was 
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able to climb up the ladder of the American Dream to reach capitalistic success.  This is a 

modern day “rags to riches” story, which obscures not only the environmental 

implications of mass consumption but also the benefits of white, middle-class privilege.  

Not all children have it so easy. Luke Garner is twelve-years old and lives in a 

futuristic society where every American can only have two children. In Among the 

Hidden, Luke is the illegal third child of a family that owns a small farm in the woods, 

and he must hide in order not to be found by the Population Police. This group enforces 

the Population Law because the totalitarian Government was scared that everyone, 

particularly developing countries, would run out of food if the population kept growing. 

However, the reader later learns that there is enough food; it’s just not distributed 

correctly. The Government may be well-intended, but it is corrupt and controlling with a 

largely anthropocentric worldview. Pets are illegal so that humans can have more food, 

and people are strongly encouraged to become vegetarians because “farmers have to use 

a lot more land to produce one pound of meat than to produce a pound of…soybeans” 

(Haddix 1998: 80). The story warns the reader of the dangers of a heavily involved 

government that will infringe on everyone’s rights unless society makes systemic 

changes. Instead of attempting to fix the problem of unequal distribution of food, the 

Government enforces laws that take away freedom and rights from its own people.  

The Government follows a Malthusian perspective in regards to environmental 

protection and population control.  Malthus’s theory contended that overpopulation is not 

an issue, but “there is a constant pressure of population against food supply that has 

always applied and will always apply” (Foster 2002:137). If the Government in this story 

has succeeded in slowing the population growth and improved the food supply, that 
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would be adequate enough. To Malthus, a government that tries to accommodate 

everyone would eventually decrease the quality of life of all humans, both for the poor 

and the wealthy. This government would soon “be undermined by the overstocking of the 

earth with human inhabitants” (139), so one should not seek to help the poor or other 

disenfranchised groups because it will only upset the natural order of population and food 

supply. Despite the fact that these were Malthus’s claims, most people see Malthus in 

different terms, as someone who was profoundly concerned with human overpopulation 

and its implications for food provisioning. Therefore, the term Malthusian has come to 

mean something different from what Malthus actually stood for. In this case, the general 

populace believes the Government to be Malthusian, but the Government essentially 

coincides with Malthus’s true beliefs.  

The Government acts on this by controlling women’s bodies.  The Government 

informs the public through posters that a pregnant woman is a worse criminal than “tough 

looking crooks” (Haddix 1998:104). Once women are pregnant, they aren’t allowed to 

leave the house. An ecofeminist perspective highlights the logic of domination in this 

patriarchal society. The mostly-male Government controls women’s bodies in order to 

manage the human race and the environment. The government attempted to “save the 

world” but instead has instilled chaos and injustices, particularly against women. There 

may be less people, but it is far from a socially just and ecologically sustainable world.  

While trying to preserve the human species, the Government carelessly destroys 

natural habitat in order to accommodate wealthier members of society.  In the beginning 

of the story, Luke comments on how much he loves the “fresh air, scented with clover 

and honeysuckle and…pine smoke” (1) that surround his house. The woods provide his 
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family protection, hiding the secret that they harbor a third child. However, his father has 

to sell the woods because the government wants it and “you can’t tell the government no” 

(2). In place of the firs, maples, and oaks, there are now rows and rows of houses.  

Deforestation comes at a price of built houses for upper class society. When Luke decides 

to leave the house for the first time after months of hiding indoors, he remembers he 

hasn’t felt real since he was “called inside when the woods were coming down. Real life 

was outdoors” (54). The woods not only provide Luke safety and relative freedom, but he 

also feels joys outside that he cannot replicate in the built environment of his house.  

To tackle this corruption, the story proposes careful, individual action to change 

the ways of the Government. Another third child, Jen, believes that “hope doesn’t mean 

anything…action’s the only thing that counts” (113). Along with other third children, she 

protests at the capitol, which results in the violent murder of all of the participants. Luke 

decides to avoid such impulsive, direct action and behave in smaller and slower ways 

after he is given a new identity so that he may be free. He chooses to study “ways to grow 

more food, so no one would grow hungry, no matter how many kids people had. Or 

changing the Government so that farmers were allowed to raise pigs or use hydroponics” 

(146). This is by far the most environmentally thematic story in the studied curricula in 

that it tells children that change begins with the individual, but it does not rely solely on 

individual action, such as conscious consumerism. Instead, it assures that change in 

society can occur with holistic education, policy changes, and sustainable, communal 

practices.  

In middle-class neighborhoods of present day, individual protesting also often 

does not accomplish its goals. In Crash, environmentalists protest the building of a new 
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mall. Although they are not met with violence like the children in Among the Hidden, the 

city does go ahead and build the mall: “bulldozers went in the next day, and now the 

place looks like a farmer’s field ready for planting” (99).  The protagonist’s sister, fifth 

grader Abby, states that they don’t need new stores; “we should take better care of what 

we have” (Spinelli 1996:93). A Quaker father asks on live TV, “How can we criticize 

others for burning down the rainforests when covering the earth with asphalt?” (92) This 

father is a member of an environmentally conscious family with an emphasis on simple 

living and peaceful, fair teachings. He claims they are vegetarian because all “animals are 

God’s creatures and that it’s not for us to consume them” (21). His son, Webb, inspires 

Abby to care for the environment, which contradicts the lifestyle of her nuclear, middle-

class family. Her mother’s goal is to make a good home for her children, whereas Abby 

wants to “make a good world for my children” (94) and convert their backyard into a 

wildlife habitat. The environmentally conscious characters in this story are either female 

or are a subject of ridicule by society because of their “softer” traits. Webb does not 

succumb to gender norms—he is a member of the cheerleading team and does not engage 

in physically aggressive behavior. On the other hand, the masculine protagonist, Crash, 

enjoys football, bullying, and burying his mother’s pansies. Crash ultimately befriends 

Webb, but this socialization of what is deemed feminine and masculine is evident in the 

environmental attitudes of the characters. There is environmental success in Abby’s 

building the natural habitat in their backyard. This fits in with the earlier observation that 

“male” environmental action tends to be public, whereas “female” action is more likely to 

occur in the private, domestic sphere.  
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Although this story’s focus is not heavily environmental, it does teach readers that 

perhaps protesting is not the most effective way to go about making a change. The 

protesters are female or males that seem to be more “feminine” than socially normal, and 

they fail at stopping the mall’s construction. The story ends with Crash standing in grass 

up to his knees in his backyard, which is now a wildlife habitat, and the family has come 

to accept this change. Major systematic change is not the focus here, but Abby has 

succeeded in working to change Crash’s perspective on other people and what is seen as 

“natural.” These small changes are enough to alter the course of someone’s life and 

improve familial relationships. The ultimate message of this story is the importance of 

maintaining positive relationships with family and neighbors. It seems like collaborative, 

loving families who listen to each other will have the highest potential to make 

environmental changes. The mother would not listen to her daughter’s pleas to stop the 

mall from being built, but her parents allowed the natural habitat to thrive. The Quaker 

family lives as simply as possible, probably having a miniscule carbon footprint. Because 

of their love and support, they are able to pass their beliefs onto their son, who is 

passionate about animals, the natural world, and seeking peace. Once Crash’s family 

becomes closer, they see the beauty of the natural habitat in their backyard, and it is 

possible that these environmental-friendly attitudes may continue.  

 
Blue Ridge 3rd grade classroom  
 

The third grade classroom at Blue Ridge follows a different curriculum than the 

other three surveyed classrooms. Instead of the teacher reading out loud, the librarians 

read the Washington Children’s Choice Picture Books of 2012 to the students. In the 

2011-2012 school year, six out of the eleven picture books contain anthropomorphism, a 
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common trait in children’s storytelling, but none of them have environmental themes or 

messages. This is true with many of today’s stories, where although there are animals, 

there are few, if any, environmental lessons.  

Most of the stories read to the third graders are instead about morals and values. A 

Balloon for Isabel (2010) by Deborah K. Underwood encourages innovative thinking and 

equal opportunity, even if one is a porcupine who can’t receive a balloon on graduation 

day because her quills will make it pop. The porcupine Isabel must find a way to make 

something work for her and her other porcupine friends.  Innovative thinking wins again 

in The Circus Ship (2009) by Chris Van Dusen, when a circus ship runs aground on the 

Maine coast. The animals befriend the townspeople with their kind, courageous ways, 

when the tiger rescues a toddler from a burning shed. When the greedy circus owner 

comes back to claim them, villagers of all species outsmart the owner by disguising as 

animals. A Little Pink Pup (2010) by Johanna Kerby emphasizes that one can be different 

but still fit in as long as there is love in the family. The runt of the pig litter, Pink, was so 

small the farming family didn’t think he would survive, so they took him into the house, 

where he met the dachshund mom. The mom adopts him into her family and nurses him 

back to health, and the other puppies form a strong bond with Pink. Friendship is also a 

strong message in How Rocket Learned to Read (2010) by Tad Hills, when a dog 

befriends a bird who teaches him how to read. Applying anthropocentric characteristics 

to these animals garners the children’s interests and allows them to learn about values of 

life. The books provide an effective tool at socializing the children to think about 

friendship, fitting in, and solving problems. The fact that the protagonists are animals is 

only a tool to attract the students to the characters.  



	   52	  

 

Reading The Lorax  

Ecocritical Analysis  

 In the classroom, The Lorax provided an excellent example of a book that 

preaches the importance of environmental awareness in an industrialized society. For 

many young children, The Lorax “may be a first introduction to environmental 

education” (Zicht 1991:27).  If this were the case, this introduction would be consistent 

with the “rhetoric of unfinished and unexamined thinking that keeps polar opposition 

intact and allows foundational, cultural assumptions and practices to go unchallenged” 

(Henderson et. al 2004:130). While reading this story to children in Walla Walla, it is 

important to examine the themes in the book and if the Lorax was, indeed, an effective 

speaker for the trees.  

  In the land of the Truffula trees, deforestation, species loss, pollution, and 

overproduction/consumption are driven by capitalism’s motives to create more jobs and 

make money. The culprit of the destruction of the once-abundant and beautiful Truffula 

trees is the Once-ler, who only sees the trees as economic resources, with their “softer 

than silk” tufts and their “sweet smell of fresh butterfly milk” (Dr. Seuss 1971:16). He 

begins to chop down the Truffula trees and knits Thneeds, a “Fine-Something-That-All-

People-Need” (24). The Once-ler commodifies nature by converting a natural entity into 

an item that is exchangeable through the market. The Truffula trees are no longer seen as 

organisms with ecological importance; rather, they are now only beneficial for their 

exchange and use value. The Lorax, a bossy creature who speaks for the trees, tries to 

stop this production, but the Once-ler displaces all the native species. Even though the 
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animals are without food, clean air, or water, the Once-ler declares, “Business is 

business! And business must grow” (37). The Once-ler expands his business, his roads, 

and his wagons, explaining that everyone needs money and his product.  The “Thneeds” 

satisfy the unquenchable consumer market; those who buy the Thneeds symbolize those 

who do not look beyond the immediate product, and their only purpose is to buy the 

goods to satisfy their own consumer desires, thereby allowing the industry to grow and 

deforestation to continue.  

  The Lorax ineffectively persuades the Once-ler through his unsuccessful use of 

ethos, pathos, and logos. The Lorax’s tone and credibility (ethos) (Gaard 2008) is 

insulting and bossy. He does not help the Once-ler appreciate nature (pathos), and he 

doesn’t use logic (logos) to challenge the Once-ler’s beliefs that progress equates 

exploiting nature and that this progress will never stop (Gaard 2008). The Lorax, who 

represents a preservation standpoint, does not seek solutions for the Once-ler; he does not 

try to negotiate or cooperate or include the Once-ler in community collaboration. The 

Lorax would have been much more effective if he had listened to common concerns and 

opened up possibilities for dialogue. When the last Truffula tree is cut down, the Lorax 

flies off, leaving behind a pile of rocks with the word “Unless.” The Once-ler tells the 

boy who has come along to hear his story: “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful 

lot, nothing is going to get better, it’s not” (58). Hoping that the Once-ler’s destruction 

may be remedied, he throws down the last Truffula seed to the boy and tells him to plant 

it and treat it with care, in a wish that the Lorax and his friends will return. This simple 

solution to the massive problems the Once-ler has caused with his business “cannot 

possibly address the community and systems-based problems of overproduction” (Gaard 
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2008:17). The Once-ler’s anguish over what he has done solves no problems except 

passing responsibility over to a young boy.  

 The boy’s probability of succeeding in restoring a Truffula forest would seem to 

be low. He has no evident training in community organizing or forestry management. It is 

debatable how his individual and consumer-based action (to buy a tree and plant it) will 

succeed. Individual greed is countered by this single boy’s response.  Michael F. 

Maniates (2001) adequately sums it up:  

For the lack of a better term, call this response the “individualization of 
responsibility”.  When responsibility for environmental problems is 
individualized, there is little room to ponder institutions, the nature and exercise 
of political power, or ways of collectively changing the distribution of power and 
influence in society—to, in other words, think institutionally (33).  
 

The Once-ler’s and the boy’s actions represent behaviors of today’s society, where 

individuals believe they are making a difference with their consumer-based choices. 

People wonder whether to choose “paper or plastic” in the supermarket, what hybrid car 

to purchase, what and how to recycle, and what energy-efficient appliance to buy for their 

new home. Most likely it was not Dr. Seuss’ intention, but because of our world’s current 

focus on individual action, this story has the potential to legitimate the notion that, 

especially for white middle-class children, their own environmentally conscious choices 

will successfully “green” their capitalistic world.  

Dr. Seuss may have also not intended for all of the main characters—the child, the 

Lorax, and the Once-ler—to be male. It is possible that this all-male ensemble prevents 

females from relating to the characters. The powerful Once-ler has the authority and drive 

to create a thriving business that ultimately fails. The boy contains the individual 

authority and privilege to plant a seed to potentially revive a disappeared ecosystem. The 
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Lorax has the bossy and angry voice of an activist who fights effortlessly for his cause. In 

a way, they are all dominant over the Truffula trees. The Once-ler destroys them, the boy 

replants them, and the Lorax protects them. Even if well intentioned, this masculine 

domination of nature eventually leads to the downfall of the Truffula forest and its 

inhabitants, and it presents little hope of a full recovery.  

Despite the shortcomings of the Lorax and the naïve assumption that planting one 

seed will restore this massively destroyed ecosystem, Dr. Seuss’ classic has its many 

merits. The Lorax can provide valuable and inspirational dialogues about our society’s 

relationship with the environment and the interconnectedness of all living things on earth, 

not to mention illuminating the connections between consumerism and environmental 

deterioration. If met with a discussion afterwards about why things happened the way 

they did in this story, then The Lorax can be a powerful tool for teaching, learning, and 

transforming ideas in educational practice (Henderson et. al 2004). Unless stories like this 

continue to be written, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.   

 
Students’ Responses  
 
 The third and fifth grade classrooms from Sharpstein Elementary School and Blue 

Ridge Elementary School consisted of a total of 97 students. The respondents represented 

a wide variety of ethnicities, and the ratio of male to female students was nearly equal 

(Figure 3).  
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 Total 
Male  49 
Female  48 
  
Sharpstein 40 
Blue Ridge 57 
  
3rd grade 32 
5th grade 65 
  
Hispanic/Latino(a) 33 
Caucasian/White  28 
African-American/Black  3 
Asian  3 
Native-American/Alaskan-Native 3 
Other  12 

Figure 3—Student demographics of surveyed classrooms 

 
The second question posed to the students was “If you were the Lorax, what 

would you do so that the Once-ler would not destroy the trees?” This question received a 

wide variety of answers, but it was interesting to discover that 16 of the 97 students 

surveyed (16.5%) suggested that they would solve the problem using some sort of 

violence. This answer did not greatly differ by ethnicity. Five of the answers, or 31.3%, 

came from Caucasian students, and four (25%) from Hispanic students. The most 

apparent difference in the source of these answers was between male and female. Of the 

violent answers, twelve (75%) were males, and four (25%) were female (Figure 4). This 

suggests that males are more likely to solve problems through direct, violent actions than 

females or are socialized into seeing these kinds of responses as appropriate.   

The answers as to how each student would convince the Once-ler to not destroy 

the trees differed throughout the violent solutions. Some were less vicious than others, 
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while various students wanted to destroy the factory or blow up the machines. A female 

from third grade at Sharpstein wrote the most violent answer of them all. She wanted to 

cut the Once-ler’s head off with an axe. It is debatable how serious answers like these 

were, given that if she was actually in this scenario, she may not actually cut the Once-

ler’s head off with an axe. Nevertheless, each student’s answers were taken with the same 

amount of credibility because there is no way to know the true thoughts behind each 

student’s response.  

 

 

Figure 4—Violent solutions 

 
On the direct opposite spectrum are students that suggested engaging in a polite 

discourse to convince the Once-ler to not cut down the trees.  Fourteen, or 14.4% of the 

total respondents, used the word “please”, suggested being nice, or used gracious 

persuasion to solve the problem. A perfect example of this is from a third grade female 

from Sharpstein, who wrote, “I would be nice and say, ‘please go and don’t come back so 

have fun and stop cutting the trees.” Once again, these answers did not differ 

Male	  ;	  75%	  

Female	  ;	  25%	  
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considerably across ethnicity: 28.6% of the “polite”-themed answers came from 

Caucasian students, and 35.7% were from Hispanic students. As were the results from the 

violent responses, the most obvious difference was between the two genders (Figure 5). 

A total of 78.6% of those who offered “polite” solutions were female, whereas only three, 

or 21.4%, were males. This supports the belief that females are socialized to solve 

problems using considerate discussion and dialogue, and males are more apt to attack 

issues using direct violent or non-violent behavior.  

 

Figure 5—Polite solutions  

The difference was not as great between males and females with solutions that 

preferred non-violent direct action. These results still show, however, that there is a 

greater inclination for males to solve problems through the public sphere than females, 

who are more likely to engage in conversation and seek solutions in the private sphere. 

Fifteen of the 97 respondents, or 15.5%, wrote a solution that involved some sort of non-

violent direct action, such as protesting, putting up signs, constructing barriers, or 

Male;	  21%	  

Female;	  79%	  
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shutting down the factory. Although the number of males (60%) who took this route was 

greater than females (40%), the biggest difference within the variables was between 

Caucasian and Hispanic students. Twenty percent of the direct action solvers identified as 

Caucasian. Seven of the respondents, or 46.7%, identified as Hispanic. Another twenty 

percent identified as both Caucasian and Hispanic. Although Blue Ridge Elementary 

School’s sample size is larger than Sharpstein’s (57 vs. 40 students, respectively), 80% of 

the non-violent direct action solutions were from Blue Ridge. This represents 21.1% of 

the Blue Ridge students surveyed, whereas only three of the respondents were from 

Sharpstein, which represents 7.5% of the total Sharpstein population surveyed.  

These results suggest that Blue Ridge’s respondents, which are 49.1% Hispanic, 

are more likely to engage in non-violent direct action to stop the Once-ler from 

destroying the Truffula ecosystem.  There may be a variety of reasons why this was the 

case, and there are many variables that can influence the students’ responses outside of 

race and ethnicity, such as the collective consciousness of the students or subject material 

from other curricula surrounding the reading of The Lorax. Protesting wasn’t the only 

form of non-violent direct action amongst the respondents. A Caucasian and Hispanic 

female from the fifth grade classroom at Blue Ridge suggested cutting down one tree and 

making many small Thneeds. Another Hispanic female from the same classroom would 

ask the Once-ler why he was destroying the trees, and then she would start a strike. Other 

students suggested putting up signs, taking over the factory, planting new trees, putting 

gates or bridges around the trees, or putting themselves between the trees and the Once-

ler. These answers display innovative thinking that do not involve violence or simple 
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discussion, but active solutions that inhibit the Once-ler from continuing with his 

business venture.   

Ten of the students (10.3%) thought that relying on the justice system would be 

the best way to stop the Once-ler. One’s gender and ethnicity did not indicate if the 

student was more likely to call the police or try to put the Once-ler in jail. Sixty-percent 

of the answers were male, and 40% were female. An equal number of the respondents 

were Caucasian students and Hispanic students (40% each). Seventy percent of these 

respondents were from the fifth grade classroom at Blue Ridge, whereas only 30% were 

from Sharpstein, with 20% from the third grade classroom and one answer from fifth 

grade. As stated earlier, there are perhaps multiple reasons why the majority of these 

answers were from Blue Ridge, including collective consciousness amongst the students 

or discussion of police authority and competency in other classrooms. It is also possible 

that Blue Ridge students have more interaction with the justice system in their daily lives, 

and are more likely to believe that calling the cops or locking the Once-ler in jail is the 

best way to prevent the sad ending of The Lorax.  

There are some other answers to the second question worth noting. A female from 

the fifth grade Sharpstein classroom suggested bribing the Once-ler. A third grade female 

and a fifth grade female from Blue Ridge also wanted to give the Once-ler money. Three 

fifth grade males from Blue Ridge wrote that the Once-ler should just “go cut down the 

trees.” The wide variety of answers in this question suggests that students think 

differently about how to solve environmental and social problems. Whether or not all 

these answers were serious, the range of solutions indicates that students are beginning to 

think critically, beyond the Lorax’s own methods. The answers also suggest that males 
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and females vary in their responses because they are socialized to approach conflict 

differently. Males are socialized to be more aggressive, and females are encouraged to 

engage in polite discourse in a more private manner.  

   

Students’ Favorite Characters 

The majority of students surveyed favored the Lorax; 69, or 71.1% of the 

respondents, listed the protagonist as their favorite character (Figure 7). Thirty-six, or 

52.2%, of those respondents were male, and 33, or 47.8%, were female. This indicates 

that one’s gender is not likely to influence one’s favorite character. This can be said for 

ethnicity as well, with 27.5% of the students who favored the Lorax identifying as 

Caucasian and 39.1% as Hispanic. 

 Although four students listed the antagonist and narrator, the Once-ler, as their 

favorite character, their reasons were not because they thought he was a moral and 

likeable character. Three of these respondents (75%) were female, and they stated their 

selection was the Once-ler because: “He fixed what was wrong” (fifth grade white female 

from Sharpstein), “we can’t see him” (third grade Hispanic female from Sharpstein), and 

“he is green and green is my favorite color” (fifth grade white female from Blue Ridge). 

The male was a third grader from Sharpstein who liked the Once-ler because he was 

awesome at calling names.  

Only four students favored the boy, who receives the seed and has the potential to 

save the Truffula trees. Fifty percent of these students were male and 50% female. Two 

out of four identified as Caucasian, one as Native American, and one as Native Hawaiian 

and Caucasian. Three of the respondents were from the fifth grade Sharpstein classroom, 
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and one from the fifth grade Blue Ridge classroom. Therefore, age seems to be a variable 

worth noting in this situation, as perhaps older children are more likely to identify with 

the ultimate hero of the story, who bears the responsibility to repair a destroyed 

ecosystem. It is also a possibility that older children favor the boy because they have a 

greater chance of looking beyond the obvious choice of the Lorax and thinking about 

other characters that may be equally, if not more, important. Their reasoning varied 

across the respondents, from enjoying the boy’s curiosity, to wanting to win something 

there is one of, or because the boy didn’t do anything bad to the town.  

Finally, ten students listed a character other than these three choices as their 

favorite. Once again, these answers were divided equally between male and female and 

did not vary across ethnicity.  Two male students from the fifth grade Blue Ridge 

classroom favored the trees, and two fifth grade females from the two different schools 

liked the fish. Two females from the Sharpstein fifth grade classroom favored the seed 

“because it can make more trees” and “because it’s amazing and the last of the trees.”  

Two third grade males from Sharpstein stated that they didn’t like any of these 

characters, which indicates that they may have been unable to adequately understand and 

relate to the story. These less than serious answers from the third grade Sharpstein 

classroom may also be attributed to the fact that this was the only classroom where there 

was a substitute teacher present, so the students may have felt that they did not have to 

take this questionnaire as seriously as in the other classrooms.   
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Figure 6—Students’ favorite characters  

 

Environmental Literacy amongst students  

 There was a large variety amidst the students who understood that the story has a 

strong environmental message. Forty-one of the students did not state that the story 

contained any sort of environmental message in the first question: “What do you think the 

message of the story was?” However, when coding the responses, I discovered that 

fourteen of these students conveyed that they understood the story was about 

environmental protection in their answer to the second question.  These answers, 

therefore, were omitted from the category of students who did not display any signs of 

environmental literacy.  

Lorax	  ;	  79%	  

The	  Once-‐ler	  ;	  5%	  

The	  Boy	  ;	  5%	  

Other	  ;	  11%	  

Lorax	  	  

The	  Once-‐ler	  	  

The	  Boy	  	  

Other	  	  
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 While not mentioning that the story contained environmental themes, thirteen 

students (13.4%) believed the message of the story was to be morally righteous, in some 

way or another. These students responded by renouncing negative traits such as 

selfishness, greed, and meanness. They encouraged kindness, listening, and doing the 

right thing that wouldn’t harm anyone. Nine, or 69.2%, of these respondents were female 

and 30.8% were male, indicating that females are more likely to identify the morals and 

values in stories. There was not significant variance between ethnicity, but in general, 

Blue Ridge students were more likely to not identify environmental messages than 

Sharpstein students, with 61.5% of the students who believed the story was about values 

from Blue Ridge and 38.5% from Sharpstein. It is also more likely that the younger 

students are prone to be less environmentally literate, with only two students from the 

fifth grade classroom at Sharpstein answering that The Lorax is about advocating some 

sort of positive value, such as listening to people and being kind.  

This variety in age is especially evident amongst students who either seemed not 

to care about the story or did not grasp that the story had any sort of message. Six out of 

eight (75%) of these answers were from third grade students.  These answers were also 

75% male, which perhaps indicate that females are more likely to listen and understand 

stories that are read aloud. However, it is important to note that 75% of these answers, or 

all of the third grade respondents, were from the Sharpstein classroom, where only the 

substitute teacher was present and there has been a pattern of answers that may suggest a 

lack of listening or seriousness regarding the questions. These answers varied from 

“don’t know”, “stupid”, “nothing”, and “beat it, just beat it.” The two Blue Ridge 

respondents were two fifth grade males. These two students believed that the story’s 
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message was either “to complain” or “to stop it,” which indicates that they were listening 

but did not entirely grasp the message of The Lorax.  

 Six students also did not display strong environmental literacy but stated other 

reasons as to why this story may have been written. All of these students were from a 

third grade classroom, again indicating that age affects the level of comprehension of 

environmental themes. Four of these students (66.7%) were from Sharpstein, and they 

stated that The Lorax was written “for kids”, “to know about the Lorax,” or was about 

“destroying the Lorax’s home.” The two Blue Ridge students, one white male and one 

Hispanic female, thought that the message of the story was “how the Lorax went away” 

or about “a place or a city that was destroyed”, respectively.  

Two out of the 97 students surveyed displayed advanced environmental literacy 

through their vocabulary. Both of these children were fifth grade white males from 

Sharpstein. One indicated that he would convince the Once-ler to not cut down the trees 

by telling him that he would be destroying the ecosystem. The other said that the message 

of the story was: “That taking care of the environment is important, and not to go and 

clear cut the trees.” The words ecosystem and clear-cut designate an understanding of 

environmental science. Although these two words are not perfectly determinate of the 

students’ actual environmental literacy, they suggest that the students are learning about 

environmental science in other classrooms or in the home. This could be because 

Sharpstein Elementary has a school garden, and so it has additional environmental 

education, or their science programs could have recently taught these terms. It is also 

important to note that all four of the children’s books read aloud this year in the fifth 

grade classroom all contain some sort of environmental message, whether it be criticizing 
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modern industrial society, as in Artemis Fowl, or celebrating the benefits of playing 

outside.  

These results show that gender indicates how one relates to and responds to 

environmental messages stronger than other social variables. While other aspects of a 

student’s identity do play a role, there are also multiple, unseen factors at hand that may 

influence a student’s level of comprehension. The Lorax is a story that is short and simple 

enough to accurately gauge students’ responses, while providing enough content to 

adequately discuss and analyze its messages. Both the stories read out loud in the 

classrooms and the students’ responses to The Lorax provide two key ways to analyze 

and study environmental children’s literature.   

Because the results from The Lorax questionnaire show that females perceive 

messages and think of solutions differently than males, it is likely that gender also plays a 

role in how students read and understand the other stories in their classrooms. Although 

Artemis Fowl, Among the Hidden, and Crash contained the strongest environmental 

themes, their messages were relatively subtle compared to the preachings of The Lorax, 

which has a clear environmental agenda. Because of this, certain factors will affect the 

level to which the students comprehend these themes and think about potential solutions 

for the characters that are working in the books to solve certain problems. For example, 

in Among the Hidden, males may have different answers than females as to how the main 

character can improve his dystopian society. Ethnicity could also play a role in 

determining what solutions would be useful for the protagonist. In the future, it would be 

beneficial to conduct a questionnaire for the students’ responses for the books read out 

loud in their classrooms.  
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CONCLUSION 

As discussed at the beginning of this thesis, socialization of students within the 

institutions of public schools can dictate how a student thinks, acts, and lives throughout 

his or her life. By increasing the amount of appropriate environmental children’s 

literature in the classroom, one can expect to see students beginning to think critically 

about imperative ecological issues facing our modern day society. Because it is 

impossible to choose or write stories that accommodate every single child of every 

ethnicity, race, age, gender, and socioeconomic class, teachers should simply be 

conscious of the fact that students will respond differently to these texts. Once this is 

realized, educators can work with students on an individual basis to help them understand 

the stories, their messages, and solutions towards the problems presented within them.  

Many of these stories’ solutions focus on the individual and his or her capacity to 

make change. In The Lorax, a boy is given a seed and is expected to replant it so that an 

entire ecosystem will be restored. Although the likelihood for success is small, should 

teachers not read this story to their students? Should we not tell students that, no matter 

how small, they are able to make a difference? It is important to avoid discouraging 

messages within environmental stories, so as not to dishearten children from attempting 

to change something that is wrong with society. Encouraging children that they can do 

something on an individual basis may be the best place to start for children of the 

elementary school age. And yet we don’t want to be unrealistic. We still want them to 

recognize that collective action and societal shifts are the most effective in creating large, 

systemic change. If elementary schools ever adopt a strictly environmental literature 
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curricula, it may be best to choose to a wide variety of stories that both focus on the 

power of the individual and the necessity for group collaboration.  

Since many stories do tend to focus on the individual, teachers should discuss the 

conflicting notion of individualization versus collective action. Stories like The Lorax 

should still be read in classrooms if teaching environmental education, but it would be 

beneficial to include discussions about how the Once-ler, the boy, and the Lorax could be 

more effective communicators. The same applies with stories like Among the Hidden and 

Crash. The ecocritical analyses provide clarity when realizing how to address the 

complexities, themes, and characters’ intentions in these stories. The ecocritical analyses 

also indicated that many of the themes in the surveyed stories centered on various ethical 

issues, such as greed, family values, and the tyranny of a totalitarian government. The 

potential solutions of individual action, education, and awareness were well-suited for the 

specific age groups, and introducing more of these books in the classroom would be 

advantageous for a successful environmental literature curriculum.  

These types of stories are capable of showing human nature’s capacity for harm 

and help and for dangers and collaboration (Christensen et al. 2008). Children with 

valuable environmental education both in and outside of the public school system can 

become knowledgeable and passionate about environmental issues. In order to be 

successful, environmental literature needs to engage all types of readers. It needs to 

encourage young children that they are able to make a difference but provide realistic 

solutions as to how this can happen. They must take into account the increasingly 

complex, globalized world in which we live. Writers and teachers should think from 

environmental justice and ecofeminist standpoints, and write or select their stories 
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accordingly. Stories about the place students live help them connect to their local 

ecosystem; stories about different societies encourage global discussion and 

understanding. Students that are encouraged to think critically about these issues are 

likely to continue to engage in these discussions after the story is finished.  

Despite the fact that I am advocating for an increase of environmental children’s 

literature in schools, I must recognize that the politics of the public school system and 

certain families may not smile favorably upon this request. I recognize that this thesis is 

not extremely objective, and it is clear that I am a supporter for this specific type of 

literature. That being said, I must be cognizant of the fact that such a radical, swift 

implementation in the public school system is highly unlikely, as the messages in the 

more opinionated stories may not correlate with the beliefs of many adults working in the 

public school system or with the parents that send their children to the institutions. 

Therefore, I propose subtle, slow additions to the reading curricula, such as books that 

highlight the benefits of playing outside, like Summer of the Monkeys, and stories with 

understated environmental messages that are not part of the main plot, such as in Artemis 

Fowl. If the teacher is allowed, I fully encourage books that teach students to think 

critically about society’s relationship to the environment. At the same time, while starting 

out, we must be conscious of the bureaucracy of the public school system, the politics 

involved, and those that may oppose such stories on a moral, political, or religious basis.    

In the meantime, I encourage further examination into the world of children’s 

environmental literature, for socialization in institutions is a powerful force, capable of 

affecting students across all ages, genders, ethnicities, and socioeconomic classes. It is 

vital to take into consideration how different students understand and respond to these 
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stories. It would be beneficial to conduct another similar study in a different town where 

climate change would have drastic impacts on the community, such on a low-lying 

island. This would provide insight on how various societies choose more 

environmentally-themed literature, and how the residents may interpret the themes. This 

research could be repeated multiple times, given the numerous factors that can affect 

students’ responses, and the fact that reading curricula changes each year. It could also be 

conducted using different methods than I have used, such as examining the top children’s 

books of the year and more in-depth examinations of how students respond to 

environmental stories. Given the time and logistical constraints of my thesis, a more 

advanced, timely study would be helpful to further this research.  When approached in a 

way that engages as many children as possible, enhanced environmental literature 

curricula can have the potential to pave the way for students to work for a healthier and 

more equitable society.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Quantitative Data of Blue Ridge and Sharpstein Students  

 5th Sharpstein 3rd Sharpstein 5th Blue Ridge 3rd Blue Ridge Total 
Male  9 5 23 12 49 
Female  13 13 20 2 48 
      
Caucasian/White  11 6 5 6 28 
Hispanic/Latino(a) 2 3 21 7 33 
African-American/Black 1 2   3 
Asian 1 1 1  3 
Native American/Alaskan Native 1 1 1  3 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander      
Other  3 2 7  12 
White and Hispanic  1  5                        1 7 
White and non-Hispanic  1 1 2                  4 
Hispanic and Non-White 1 2 1  4 

 

 Total  
3rd grade 32 
5th grade 65 
Sharpstein  40 
Blue Ridge  57 

 

Grand total  97 
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Appendix B: List of children’s books  

Fifth Grade Sharpstein:  
1. The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett (2007) 
2. Harris and Me by Gary Paulsen (1993) 
3. Artemis Fowl by Eoin Colfer (2002) 
4. Summer of the Monkeys by Wilson Rawls (1976)  

Third Grade Sharpstein:  
1. Because of Winn-Dixie by Katie DiCamillo (2000) 
2. Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis (1999) 
3. Runaway Ralph by Beverly Cleary (1970) 
4. Tales of a 4th Grade Nothing by Judy Blume (1972) 

Fifth Grade Blue Ridge:  
1. Frindle by Andrew Clements (1996) 
2. Among the Hidden by Margaret Peterson Haddix (1998)  
3. Crash by Jerry Spinelli (1996) 

Third Grade Blue Ridge:  
1. A Balloon for Isabel by Debbie Underwood (2010) 
2. Children Make Terrible Pets by Peter Brown (2010) 
3. The Circus Ship by Chris Van Dusen (2009) 
4. The Cow Loves Cookies by Karma Wilson (2010) 
5. Don’t Slam the Door by Cori Chaconas (2010) 
6. Duck for Turkey Day by Jules Jacqueline (2009) 
7. How Rocket Learned to Read by Tad Hill (2010) 
8. Immi’s Gift by Karin Littlewood (2010) 
9. Little Pink Pup by Johanna Kerby (2010) 
10. More Bears by Kenn Nesbitt (2010) 
11. Mr. President Goes to School by Rick Walton (2010) 
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Appendix C: The Lorax Questionnaire 
 
Please answer as best you can in 1-2 short sentences.  
 
For the 3rd grade Sharpstein and Blue Ridge classrooms: 
 

1. What do you think the message of the story is?  
2. If you were the Lorax, what would you do so that the Once-ler would not destroy 

the trees?  
3. Why was the Once-ler cutting down all the trees?  
4. Who is your favorite character in the story and why?  

 
For the 5th grade Sharpstein classroom: 

 
1. What do you think the message of the story is?  
2. If you were the Lorax, what would you do so that the Once-ler would not destroy 

the trees?  
3.  If you were the boy who receives the seed, what would you do after you hear the 

Once-ler’s story?  
4. Who is your favorite character in the story and why?  


