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This year's AERA call asks researchers to “examine our profession and practice with bold relevance to questions of power, culture, transition, and belonging in our aspirational democracy.” While questions of power and culture are often situated in conversations about race, class, and gender, critical conversations about the misappropriation of power should also consider religion (Aronson et al., 2016; Edwards, 2016). The aspirations of any democracy are dependent on the ethics imbued by religious narratives, which makes its inclusion in curricular conversations vital to the education of future active citizens.   
Religion is included in social studies standards (Allen, 2024; Fitzpatrick & Yonas, under review), but it is often neglected or treated superficially in classroom settings. Teacher preparation programs do not adequately educate preservice teachers in this area (Saylor et al., 2022; Tannebaum, 2018), resulting in its absence from the curriculum or dependence on the most accessible entry points like holiday lessons. 
The National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), in partnership with the Children’s Book Council (CBC), produces an annual list of recommended books from choices submitted by publishers formally known as the Notable Social Studies Trade Books for Young People. With the backing of a national organization like NCSS, this list is a widely used, highly trusted curricular tool that is intended to help educators systematically address thematic strands. 
With this in mind, this mixed-methods study considers religious narratives and stories specifically as they relate to elementary-level picture books recommended by NCSS through the lens of critical confident pluralism. Drawing on Inazu’s (2016) theory of confident pluralism, which encourages civic virtues, (AND THE OTHER TWO THINGS), we suggest that these components must be paired with a critical methodology (Short, 2017) that asks not just who is included, but how and on what terms. Critical confident pluralism, as we have defined it for this study, insists that religious literacy in the social studies classroom moves beyond recognition or translation to help students grapple with how beliefs are formed, contested, and lived. With this framework in mind, we seek to examine the following research question: “How is religion included and situated in picture books recommended by the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) Notable Social Studies Trade Book List from 2000-2024?” Critical content analysis is paired with the theoretical framework of “confident pluralism” to analyze the religious narratives being taught or excluded in the books from the NCSS Notable Social Studies Trade Book List (NSSTBL). 
Literature Review
Picture Books as a Teaching Tool
 	 At the elementary level, analyzing rich literature and picture books often provides an entry point into classroom discussions and critical dialogue by providing a comfortable distance from complex issues (Bersh, 2013; Cipparone, 2014; Demoiny & Ferraras-Stone, 2018; Libresco, 2018; Serriere et al., 2017). Not only are picture books “valuable cultural artifacts that allow the exploration of contemporary institutional social values and ideologies” (Bersh, 2013, p. 49), but, more practically, they span a wide range of reading levels, focusing in on specific topics and arousing more student interest than traditional textbooks (McCarthy, 2007). Further, connecting with a person’s story through fictional or nonfiction works can help students develop empathy (Lucas, 2009). Ultimately, picture books can engage students in group discussions, help students develop their voices, and serve as critical thinking tools by helping students analyze diverse perspectives. 
The development of these skills in conjunction with picture books may be one of the reasons why NCSS includes many picture books when they publish their NSSTBL annually. Books selected for the NSSTBL are chosen by a committee and are based on criteria related to content, genre, and quality, as well as the extent to which the book is relevant to NCSS thematic standards (McCarty, 2007). Diane McCarthy, a former member of the NSSTBL Committee shared the following about her experience:
Reviewers spend the majority of their time evaluating the content of the book, which may include emphasis on human relationships; accurate representation of diverse groups that is sensitive to a broad range of cultural experiences; or presentation of an original theme or a fresh slant on a traditional topic (McCarty, 2007, p. 50).
We see examples of teachers using picture books from the NSSTBL as a teaching tool throughout the literature (Cipparone, 2014; Jacobs, 2012; McCarty, 2007; Wasta, 2010). For example, Cipparone (2014) provides an example of a fourth-grade class discussion analyzing diverse perspectives on immigration using the book Pancho Rabbit and the Coyote. In the book, a rabbit travels north to earn extra money for the family but when he does not return home, his son Pancho sets out to save him. On the way, he meets a coyote who takes advantage of him, but luckily, Papa Rabbit shows up just before the coyote is about to complete his plan for a tasty rabbit dinner. This book provides a strong allegory about immigration for students to grapple with, rather than talking directly about their personal experiences with immigration (which many students in the class might have had). Students were able to explore the topic by participating in critical dialogue about the characters in the book and making connections to a complex issue. Ultimately, a student concluded: “I think the book is trying to say that many Mexicans who try to immigrate lose their sense of self and lose their hopes” (p. 12). As immigration will be an important issue for many of the students in any given classroom, pairing a NSSTBL text with engagement in critical dialogue about the issue helps prepare them to be active citizens. Ideally, the use of authentic children’s literature as identified in NSSTBL lists helps students see culture from an insider perspective (Wasta, 2010).  
Religion in Elementary Education
Children from marginalized groups need to see themselves represented positively, but children from dominant cultural groups also need to see a positive and accurate representation of groups to which they do not belong (Morgan & Forest, 2016). Unfortunately, research finds that, often, children’s books portray groups in power in a better light than minoritized groups (Morgan & Forest, 2016). While this can be true for commonly researched areas, including race and gender, teaching resources are also biased as it relates to the representation of religion in picture books. Such a view of picture books supports the idea that social studies is the best subject area in which to address religion since social studies focuses on developing active citizens in a multicultural world; however, others feel that religion could and should permeate all subjects in K-12 classrooms (Hess, 2009; Kunzman, 2012; Tannebaum, 2018).
Given the ubiquitous nature of dominant narratives in curriculum and standards (Allen, Kavanagh, & ni Cassaithe, 2024; Davila & Volz, 2017), especially as it relates to Christianity (Allen, 2024), initiating conversations about other religions can be difficult (Davila & Volz, 2017). Often, discussions about religions are problematically placed within the “holiday curriculum” in elementary classrooms, and even then, they often center on Christianity (Libresco & Balantic, 2011, p. 1; James, 2015; Rodriguez & Swalwell, 2022). Bauml (2022) supports this assertion through a small survey of teachers, indicating that 70% taught about Hanukkah, 90% taught about Christmas in some way, but Holi and Ramadan were mentioned only once by respondents. Of those who included Hanukkah in their curriculum, one teacher chose to connect the topic with World War II and the Holocaust (Bauml, 2022). Even though it might seem like a reasonable entry point, such conflation suggests that Judaism cannot stand on its own without its inclusion in a larger nationalistic narrative (Allen, 2023; Eichler-Levine, 2010).  
One positive example of religious inclusion was presented by Davila & Volz (2017) about a religiously diverse class of 19 students. These students listened to two realistic fiction picture books about Our Lady of Guadalupe (the Virgin Mary) in different settings and watched news broadcasts about religious sightings in everyday objects, like toast or puddles. The children in the class responded with empathy toward interviewees in the news, which likely connected to the instruction they received and the books they read about Our Lady of Guadalupe in advance. The authors posit, “...advancing students’ awareness of religious diversity… provides children with the opportunity to develop a critical awareness that multiple perspectives and viewpoints can coexist in one’s local community and global society” (Davila & Volz, 2017, p. 10).
When done well, children’s literature about unfamiliar religious traditions can offer students an insider’s perspective and open the door to empathy and understanding (Davila & Volz, 2017). But despite that potential, outdated and oversimplified portrayals with the capacity to misrepresent or dehumanize are still found in classrooms, libraries, and curriculum resources (Morgan, 2009). Further, teachers who choose to use children’s books to cover religious topics in their classroom often pair these books with inaccurate assumptions, stereotypes, or information about the religious group being discussed (Davila, 2015). This may be connected to inadequate coverage of religions in teacher preparation programs which have left teachers at a disadvantage (Saylor et al., 2022). This observation sheds some light on the complicated ideas around instruction about religion in elementary classrooms that (ideally) establish a frame of reference for more complex religious discussions in secondary school (Hess, 2009; Libresco, 2018; Tannebuam, 2018; Zam & Stone, 2006).
Theoretical Framework
Confident Pluralism
In the United States, Christianity continues to dominate religious and spiritual conversations about education (Blumenfeld, 2006; Ferber, 2012) with its broader theological stances permeating “...virtually every other category of oppression: racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, classism…” (Todd, 2010, p. 142). Depending on one’s religious identity, the privileging of Christianity over other faith communities or non-faith communities can be stifling as it is so heavily embedded in many of our country’s institutions and practices (Puchner & Markowitz, 2020; Blumenfeld, 2006; Case et al., 2013). Small (2020) has called for further investigation of Christianity’s privilege and dominance through the introduction of Critical Religious Pluralism Theory. However, while we will take up ideas associated with Christian hegemony, we have chosen to frame this study through the lens of confident pluralism (Inazu, 2016). 
The term confident pluralism is drawn from a 2010 Supreme Court decision in Christian Legal Society v. Martinez in which the group claimed the First Amendment allowed them to “...[require] members to be celibate outside of heterosexual marriage” (Inazu, 2016, p. 7). A confident pluralism was declared by the decision to be conducive “...to civil peace and [advance] democratic consensus-building” (Inazu, 2016, p. 8). Pluralism, in its original definitions by philosophers like John Rawls and Jacques Rousseau, envisioned a world in which there was no reconciliation between conflicting viewpoints. Confident pluralism charts a different path in which our differences are vital to our democracy and asserts that we do not all have to be assimilated into one larger identity. Pluralism on its own, according to Inazu (2016), can foster a false sense of unity while the addition of confidence allows individuals to stick to their convictions despite being aware that disagreements will occur. Confident pluralism strives for the embodiment of civic aspirational values (tolerance, humility, and patience), living speech that moves away from stigmatizing others towards dialogue about differing opinions, and forming relationships with those with whom you disagree (Inazu, 2016), echoing other theoretical frameworks like sacrificial listening (Allen et al., 2023; 2024a, 2024b). 
It is easy to listen only to others who hold the same viewpoints while dismissing or insulting disparate viewpoints, highlighting a need for the civic values of tolerance, humility and patience. In his overview of confident pluralism, Inazu (2016) references philosopher John Stuart Mill and Supreme Court Justice William Brennan who assert that it is naive to assume we are right and, therefore, we should all display humility in likely being wrong at times. If this posture is not extended to others, it is unrealistic to expect tolerance to be extended to our viewpoints (Inazu, 2016, p. 84-85). 
Later, Inazu (2016) defines the concept of “living speech” as speech that is not destructive, offensive, or a conversation stopper. As an example, in a Supreme Court decision for the case Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire, judges said that the government “...could prohibit words ‘which by their very utterance inflict injury or tend to incite an immediate breach of the peace’” (Inazu, 2016, p. 93). The theory of confident pluralism further suggests the language individuals use is often informed by the echo chambers we (un)intentionally inhabit and can either enable or hinder building bridges between different groups or people. Additionally, finding common ground to establish relationships with those of differing viewpoints or backgrounds builds a foundation for bridging institutional differences. These connections happen, according to Inazu (2016), when individuals can proactively monitor their use of speech, gain further familiarity with the context of someone else, and decrease the literal distance between themselves and another individual (Inazu, 2016, p. 121-122).  
While confident pluralism offers a compelling civic framework, our analysis suggests the need for a more critical stance that not only supports tolerance across difference but also interrogates how difference is represented and leveraged in public educational spaces. With this in mind, we propose the framework of critical confident pluralism as an extension of Inazu’s (2016) work. 
Toward a Theory of Critical Confident Pluralism
In line with his emphasis on tolerance, humility, and patience, outlined as civic aspirations, Inazu (2016) encourages individuals to sustain relationships across deep disagreements. This approach is helpful in naming the kind of discourse we hope to see in schools and society, but it also assumes an even playing field where everyone is granted similar access to recognition and respect. It neglects to ask “Who gets to be plural?” or, in other words, who is included in the theory as it is presented? Such an assumption fails to account for the uneven representation of religious groups, which is especially apparent in things like curriculum, textbooks, or state standards.
	By pairing Inazu’s (2016) theory with the methodology of critical content analysis as outlined below, we reimagine it as critical confident pluralism. Drawing on Short’s (2017) assertion that texts cannot be neutral and Utt and Short’s emphasis on “thinking with theory” (p. 3; drawn from Jackson & Mazzei, 2012), we argue that civic virtues such as tolerance and humility have to be situated within broader questions of power and privilege. Pluralism must be interrogated, not just enacted. If we ask teachers and students to engage across difference without first identifying whose differences are centered, whose are marginalized, and whose are absent, we risk reifying the inequities that confident pluralism seeks to cut across. 
	As a result, critical confident pluralism (as we define it here) holds in tension two necessary tasks: cultivating civic dispositions that support relational engagement and the critical examination of the systems that determine whose stories get told. Moving beyond surface level engagement, critical confident pluralism insists on both representation in and the redistribution of stories and perspectives. With particular regard for education, it asks teachers, teacher educators, and teacher education researchers to consider the intersection of civic humility and curricular scrutiny, considering not just how we live with difference but how we name and address the conditions that make some differences more visible, acceptable, or teachable than others. This synthesis helps bridge the gap between civic theory and classroom practice and offers a justice oriented approach to religious literacy in public education.  
Methodology
	This mixed-methods study uses critical content analysis to examine picture books about religion included in the NSSTBL over the past 25 years. The research team for this study consisted of three people: one elementary social studies faculty member at a large, research institution, one doctoral student whose research focuses on religious literacy with a Masters degree in Christian Education and a Masters degree in Public Theology, and one undergraduate student double majoring in Political Science and Environmental Policy & Planning. 
Critical Content Analysis
Content analysis has been used in U.S. research for more than 70 years. It was initially developed by religious scholars analyzing newspaper articles for immoral content, and then again in the 18th century to analyze hymns for the inclusion of heresy (Short, 2017; Krippendorf, 2003). With this foundation in mind, it makes sense to turn again to the methodology of content analysis to consider the presence of religious ideals in children’s literature which is a “...research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from the texts to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorf, 2003, p. 18). In this study, we utilize critical content analysis, defining critical as “a stance of locating power in social practices in order to challenge conditions of inequity” (Short, 2017, p. 1). Typically, critical content analysis centers on race or ethnicity, class, or gender; however, this analysis centers on religion, taking up the idea of critical confident pluralism situated within the larger context of elementary social studies. The process for engaging in the analysis of children’s literature has been codified in a series of ten steps (Utt & Short, 2018), and these ten steps were used as the methodological framework for the study presented here (Figure 1). 
Figure 1
10 Steps Included in the Critical Content Analysis Process, Elementary of Critical Content Analysis (Utt & Short, 2018, p. 7) 
[image: ]
Purpose and Research Questions
The first step in the process is to decide on a research purpose, questions, and texts. In this case, the research was guided by the premise outlined in our literature review: religious education is included in elementary social studies standards and, in some form, is taking place in elementary classrooms across the country. Given its position within elementary social studies standards, we were curious how nationally known resources, such as the NSSTBL, provided recommendations for curricular supports to teach about this content. The research question guiding this study was “How is religion included and situated in books recommended by the NCSS Notable Social Studies Trade Book List from 2000-2024?”, and the texts investigated in this study include books selected from the reference book lists.
	The second step outlined in our critical content analysis framework is to read deeply within a critical theory frame. Previous studies about religion and education have leaned on critical religious pluralism theory (CRPT; Small, 2020), and as we initially entered this study, we assumed we would also use this theory to frame our work and read deeply throughout the body of work that informed the creation of CRPT. CRPT is a theoretical framework that acknowledges the role of religious privilege, oppression, hegemony, and marginalization in maintaining inequality, particularly between Christians and non-Christians (including the nonreligious) (Small, 2020). However, as we moved through the research process, we realized much of what we were seeing did not necessarily align with the tenets of that framework as Christian privilege did not emerge as a dominant theme. As a result, we returned to the body of work that surrounds religious literacy to search for other ways to understand our findings. In this process, we found the confident pluralism framework (Inazu, 2016). Because this framework connects religious ideas with democratic principles, we felt drawn to consider our findings through this lens. However, on its own, it does not offer a traditionally critical perspective. 
Materials and Data Collection
	Although our framework did change over the course of the study, once our initial framework was decided, we moved on to step three: select and read children’s texts for analysis. 
Using both the available PDFs and a searchable online platform, we curated a list of religious picture books from the NSSTBL between the years 2000 and 2024. Books included in this study were chosen in one of two ways: First, by a keyword search (Table 1) of the NSSTBL search engine, then by reading the annotations included in the PDF copies of the NSSTBL catalogs for religious content. This activity yielded 152 potential books. Copies of all 152 potential picture books were then purchased; however, based on the definition of a picture book and the included content, this book list was reduced to 119 books. A full list of books considered and included is available by emailing the corresponding author.
Table 1
Keywords Searched
	Key Words
	Total Found
	Total Picture Books Included

	Religion/Religious
	55/12
	35/5

	Spiritual	
	9
	1

	Holiday (with specific reference to religious holidays)
	98
	24

	Christian/Christmas	
	30/16
	12/13

	Muslim/Islam/Ramadan
	16/8/2
	10/6/2

	Jew/Jewish/Judaism/Hanukkah/Holocaust
	25/61/9/3/31
	7/20/7/3/8

	Hindu/Hinduism/Diwali
	0/0/3
	0/0/3

	Buddhism/Buddhist
	3/1
	1/1

	Sikh
	1
	0

	Mormon
	2
	1

	Genocide
	5
	0

	Persecution
	7
	1

	Church
	4
	2

	Mosque
	2
	2

	Temple	
	0
	0

	Synagogue
	0
	0

	Pilgrim/Pilgrimage
	3/1
	3/1

	Mission/missionary/missionaries
	14/0/0
	1/0/0

	Shaman
	0
	0

	God
	4
	3

	Holy/holi
	5/5
	4/4



Once the book list had been set, the research team began to read and ask questions about the identified texts. At least two members of the research team read each of the books, taking notes in a shared document about the context as well as the historical and socio-cultural aspects related to the text. Specifically, for each text, questions that guided our data collection included:
· What is the main message of the book? Is the text devotional or academic? How does that relate to the beliefs of the religion?
· Is the information included in the text surface-level knowledge? Is it accurate? Accurate for whom?
· Is the book positioned as a reference to truly teach about diverse aspects of the religion, or is it simply a book with religious characters (i.e., the main character is Hindu, but we are not told anything else about their religion)? 	
· Does the author explain aspects of the religion, or is it expected that the audience will understand the basic tenets of the religion?
· Is the book written by an insider or an outsider, and is it written for an inside or outside audience?
· When multiple religions are included in a single text, how are they in conversation with each other?
· How do the illustrations represent the religion?
· Is religious language included in the text? How?
· Does this book highlight a racially diverse group within the religion (for example, Hispanic traditions within Christianity)?
The data collected in this shared document served as the starting point for data analysis and was used to develop themes related to the theoretical framework.
Data Analysis
	Six additional steps included in the codified critical content analysis framework (Short, 2017) include reading related research studies, identifying theoretical tenets to frame a close reading of the texts, examining devices of focalization, power, agency, and closure, conducting a close reading using theoretical tenets, revisiting theory and texts to develop themes or categories, and selecting passages that reflect these tenets used in analysis (Short, 2017, p. 7). We found these to be key actions woven throughout our data analysis process. 
	As part of a deep reading about confident pluralism (Inazu, 2016), we found that it is comprised of four primary components: Civic Aspirations, Living Speech, Collective Action, and Common Ground. These components became the tenets with which we framed our analysis of notes collected during close readings of the text. The questions we developed and asked of each text (outlined above) were inherently rooted in ideas of power. We also explicitly recorded places where we sensed power relationships (or a lack thereof) in our shared document for each book. Illustration choices were taken into consideration to assess these relationships. The academic or devotional purpose of the book, the religious affiliation of the author, how effectively tenets or holidays of the religion are explained, the racial diversity represented, and the intended message were all also considered as part of our data collection. As a result, our analysis naturally made connections between the words used, the illustrations, the author's backgrounds, and power and agency. 
	Following this initial analysis, we continually revisited the theory and texts, moving back and forth between the two to develop themes or categories, then selected passages that reflect these tenets used in analysis. Ultimately, we found that only three of the four tenets of Confident Pluralism were represented in the data collected, and throughout the findings, we provide evidence of this representation from a selected sample of picture books.
Findings
	We share the findings from this study in two parts. First, we share an overview of the picture books included in the study, including the total number of books included, the authors’ perspectives, connections to NCSS themes, and our perceptions of the purpose of the book (academic or devotional). Then, including major world religions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism) as well as Indigenous traditions, we break down additional findings that include, where applicable, the racial diversity represented, our perception of the power relationships present, examples of a heavy focus on holidays, and the occurrence of biographies. These findings are presented by religion and include specific excerpts from texts that provide transparency and help illuminate the ways we collected data to answer our research question, “How is religion included and situated in books recommended by the NCSS Notable Social Studies Trade Book List from 2000-2024?”
Overview of Included Books
In all, we found that, over the course of 25 years, the NSSTBL included a total of 119 books that potentially touched on religious topics. Of these, 20 included multiple religions, four talked about Greek/Roman/Chinese gods or goddesses, and 95 discussed specific world religions or Indigenous traditions (Figure 2).  Due to space limitations, in this paper, we specifically focus on the 95 books that focused on a single tradition[footnoteRef:1]. [1:   We anticipate books representing multiple religions will be included in future publications.] 

Figure 2
Picture Books Included in the NSSTBL by Religion
[image: Chart]
Looking at the complete list of all religious picture books about a specific tradition included in this study, all but one year (2009) included at least one book about a specific religious tradition, with seven being the most included in a specific year (2023; Figure 3). A majority of the picture books included focused on the elementary grades, with 64 books suggested for grades K-2 (P) and 58 books suggested for grades 3-5 (I). In contrast, only 18 books were suggested for grades 6-8 (M, or A in 2002) and two books for grades 9-12 (H, see Figure 4). In some cases, books were recommended for more than one grade level.
Figure 3
Number of Total Religious Picture Books Included by Year 
[image: Chart]
Figure 4
Suggested Grade Uses for Included NSSTBL Picture Books
[image: Chart]

The authors of the included picture books included at least 60 “insiders” (classified as those with first-hand experience/family background in the tradition) and 32 “outsiders” (no clear religious affiliation or background). Most frequently, the included books were linked to the following NCSS thematic strands: 1 (Culture) 58 times, 3 (People, Places and Environments) 40 times, and 4 (Individual Development and Identity) 36 times. In comparison, strands 2 (Time Continuity and Change), 5 (Individuals, Groups, and Institutions), 6 (Power, Authority, and Governance), 8 (Science, Technology, and Society), 9 (Global Connections), and 10 (Civic Ideals and Practices) were referenced less than 30 times each (22, 27, 12, 2, 20 and 17 times; (see Figure 5). The only thematic strand not incorporated into this religious picture book list was 7 (production, distribution, and consumption), which is unsurprising as this strand is economically oriented. Again, books may have been included in more than one category.
Figure 5
Picture Books linked to NCSS Thematic Strands
[image: Chart]
The 1963 Supreme Court Case, Abingdon Township vs. Schempp, determined that public schools can teach academically but not devotionally about religion. For this study, we define academic (A) as the factual and objective presentation of a religion’s history or practices, and devotional (D) as a story that allows an adherent of a given faith to deepen their practice or an outsider to relate to and/or embody the tradition. Of the books we considered for this study, we found 39 books to be academic, 34 to be devotional, and 19 to have characteristics of both (See Figure 6).
Figure 6
Perceived Purpose of Included NSSTBL Picture Books 
[image: Chart]
Detailed Analysis of Picture Books about Specific Religions 
Of the included picture books, 24 books were considered to include racially diverse groups within the religion, while 68 did not include racial diversity. For this study, we understood racially diverse to mean non-white representations of a religion. Notably, more than a third of the books were focused on or included holidays in a substantial way, and almost another third were biographies of individuals who identified with a specific religion. In this section of the paper, we provide an overview of the included books by religion alongside specific examples of these findings where applicable.
Judaism: 39 Books
The Jewish picture books were written by 28 insiders (Rubin, Polacco and Churnin wrote two books each on the list) and seven outsiders (Winter wrote two books on the list). Thirteen of these books were biographies and four were based on real people and events, 27 displayed a sense of power relationships, and one highlighted a racially diverse tradition from Afghanistan; an overview of the subjects of the books included is provided in Table 2. Some of the biographical accounts include Ruth Bader Ginsburg (famous Supreme Court justice), Leonard Nimoy (most well known for his role as Spock on Star Trek), Henrietta Szold (founded an organization run by women to help children in Palestine affected by violence), Marc Chagall (a Jewish artist), Mary Antin, Margret and H.A. Rey (wrote the Curious George series), Sandy Koufax (famous Major League pitcher), Janusz Korczak (known for his commitment to children, even going with them to die at an internment camp), Irena Sendler (Catholic Polish social worker who helped save children from the Warsaw Ghetto), Irving Berlin (famous singer) and Aaron Lansky (known for his preservation of Yiddish texts). Power relationships in the Jewish picture books are often connected to stories about the Holocaust (11 in total), discrimination against women, or the poverty many immigrant families experienced. For example, The Yellow Star: The Legend of King Christian X of Denmark (Deedy, 2020), acted in solidarity with the Jews when the Nazis occupied Denmark by requiring all Danish citizens to wear yellow stars so that the Jews could not be identified. Power relationships are also made clear through illustration choices. Light and shadow is also heavily used in many texts to delineate who is the oppressor and colorful, bright tones emphasize texts centered around a holiday or festival celebration like in Pearl’s Passover (Zalben, 2002). 
Table 2
Overview of Books about Judaism
	Subject of Book
	Number of Books Included

	Biographies
	13

	Holidays
	8

	Holocaust
	11

	Other
	7


 
Only one book, The Wooden Sword (Stampler, 2012) highlighted racial diversity. All other texts illustrate individuals that present as white, even when set in other countries like Russia in The Blessing Cup (Polacco, 2013). This statistic raises question about whether racial diversity should be considered in Jewish narratives or if ethnic or denominational diversity is more important (e.g. Ashkenazi Jews in The Book Rescuer (Macy, 2019) vs Hasidic Jews in Gershon’s Monster (Kimmel, 2000)) (Pitts et al., 2023; CCBC, 2024). This observation matters because what it means to be Jewish includes ethnic, secular and religious components. There are also only eight books about holidays or that teach about Jewish religious practices and the biographies only include three individuals who were alive in the past 15 years. These observations brings into question the narratives being told in these texts and the modern Jewish identity (Hansen & Allen, 2025, in review).
Christianity: 26 books
	The religious picture books on Christianity were written by 14 insiders to the faith and 12 outsiders and could be organized into the following categories: biographies, war, Hispanic traditions, African American, and holidays (Table 3). Five of these books were biographies, 11 displayed a sense of power relationships, and 16 books highlighted a racially diverse group within Christianity (e.g. Korean, Hispanic, African-American, Puerto Rican, and Cuban traditions). Biographical accounts included Joan Mulholland (a white woman who participated in protests and marches during the Civil Rights era), Harriet Tubman, Francisco Jimenez, and Laura Schroff. Celebrating a Quinceanera: A Latina’s 15th Birthday Celebration (Hoyt-Goldsmith, 2002) is a photo story following Cynthia’s experience of this special celebration.
Table 3
Overview of Books About Christianity 
	Subject of Book
	Number of Books Included

	Biographies
	5

	War
	3

	Hispanic Traditions
	9

	African Americans
	5

	Holiday
	4



Religion and power have often had a symbiotic relationship throughout history, which is why power is essential to consider in these texts. The clearest examples of power relationships stem from the African-American texts as Christianity was used to justify slavery. For example, Standing in the Need of Prayer (Weatherford, 2022) illustrates the lyrics of the hymn with depictions of slavery and the barriers black people still face today (Figure 3). Moses: When Harriet Tubman Led Her People To Freedom (Weatherford, 2006) details the life of Harriet Tubman who gained her freedom from slavery and used her liberation to help free others.   
Figure 3
Illustration from the text “Standing in the Need of Prayer.”
[image: ]  
In comparison with other religions, it is interesting to note that more than half of the books about Christianity focus on non-white characters or traditions (16 of the 24 Christian texts in this study). Diverse illustrations largely depict a reflective, serious, and resilient Christianity that has dealt with significant oppression and discrimination whether that is slavery, poverty, or war. In contrast, there were limited examples of colorful illustrations such as in Song in the City (Bernstrom, 2022) in which “...blocks of color [were] reminiscent of stained glass…[to] emphasize robust motion and reverberating sounds, centering the way Emmalene perceives the world…” (Bernstrom, n.d.). Books about Hispanic traditions were similarly drawn or depicted through photos in a joyful and celebratory manner. In these texts, family and community are shown to be central to the Hispanic identity, and many of the stories are drawn from the author's lived experiences with a given community. For example, Farolitos for Abuelo (Anaya, 1998) is dedicated to “...Belinda who started the tradition of placing farolitos [luminaries] at Grandpa and Grandma Anaya’s grave each Christmas Eve.” These texts about Hispanic traditions were also the most effective at teaching Christian rituals and symbols and their significance to the faith.
Islam: 15 Books
The fifteen books about Islam in this study were written by 11 insiders and 4 outsiders. Five biographies were included, five displayed a sense of power relationships, and five highlighted a racially diverse group within Islam; an overview of the subjects of the books included is provided in Table 4. There were five biographies, which included: Lailah’s Lunchbox (Faruqi, 2015), based on the author’s own experiences as a child fasting for Ramadan for the first time; Coming to America: A Muslim Family’s Story (Wolf, 2003), a photo story detailing the immigration of an Egyptian family to the United States and the sacrifices Hassan makes for his family; Salaam: A Muslim American Boy’s Story (Brown, 2006), Imran describing how similar his life is to other children outside of the five pillars of Islamic faith practices; Mama in Congress: Rashid Tlaib’s Journey to Washington (Tlaib & Tlaib, 2022), written by Rashid and her son Adam about her becoming the first Muslim woman elected in Michigan; and Traveling Man The Journey of Ibn Batutta (Rumford, 2001),the life of Ibn Battuta whose travels encompassed 75,000 miles across multiple continents and were shared with Ibn Juzay (the court secretary in Morocco). 
Table 4
Overview of Books About Islam
	Subject of Book
	Number of Books Included

	Biographies
	5

	Holidays
	4

	Other
	6



Power relationships mainly manifest in Islamic books about the identity of Muslims and Islamic traditions. Several of the biographies mentioned above exhibited such relationships as Ibn Battuta who was frequently chased by rebels and eventually captured, Rashida Tlaib who faced discrimination as a Muslim woman, and Hassan taking a 24-hour grocery store job to bring his family to America from Egypt. In addition, Mabrook! A World of Muslim Weddings (Robert, 2016) teaches about how parents are still in charge of arranging weddings in many countries and men still pay a dowry for their wives. Finally, in Yo Soy Muslim: A Father’s Letter to His Daughter (Gonzalez, 2017), the author explicitly addresses that people will single his daughter out questioning her identity but that should not stop her from embracing her true self.    
There are also five books highlighting a racially diverse group within the religion. In Mommy’s Khimar (Thompkins-Bigelow, 2018), the author expresses pride in being black and Muslim. Mabrook! A World of Muslims (Robert, 2016) highlights the wedding practices in the Muslim faith. Deep in the Sahara (Cunnane, 2018) details the experience of a young girl, Lalla in Mauritania, who desperately wants to be like her mom and sister and wear a malafa, a beautiful symbol of the Islamic faith. Yo Soy Muslim (Gonzalez, 2017) is a letter from a father to his daughter encouraging her to embrace wholeheartedly the different parts of she is (Hispanic and Muslim) and to take pride in who she is. Finally, Crescent Moons and Pointed Minarets (Khan, 2018) use the color theme of the book to show different groups that identify as Muslim. Overall, the Islamic texts seem to make a concerted effort to destigmatize the religion through illustrations and photos and make it approachable for outsiders to their practices. 
Hinduism: 7 Books (includes 2 Board Books)
Seven books were included in the Hinduism section, three of which were written by insiders and four by outsiders. Holidays are present in six of the books; an overview of the subjects of the books included is provided in Table 5. Messages include those of education, inner strength, and helping others. Power relationships are especially prevalent in two of the books, and two explore racial diversity explicitly. Of the holidays, Diwali was highlighted four times. Two of these books, Diwali (Eliot, 2018) and Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks (Heiligman, 2006) purposefully educate the practice of Diwali in Hindu cultures. Holi Colors (Singh, 2018), one of the two board books, explores the Hindu celebration of Holi for a baby. It shows the bright colors of Holi, but does not go into further depth other than the colors other than the author's note providing an explanation of the celebration of Holi. However, the use of "my Jaan," makes the book more personal to Hindu insiders reading it to their children. The last holiday, Manvantara, the interval between floods, is explored in Manu and the Talking Fish (Arenson, 2000). 
Table 5
Overview of Books about Hinduism
	Subject of Book
	Number of Books Included

	Biographies
	2

	Holidays
	6

	Other
	1


 
Three books concern themselves explicitly with educating readers. Diwali (Eliot, 2018), the second board book, and Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks (Heiligman, 2006) teach about the practice of Diwali. Manu and the Talking Fish (Arenson, 2000) educates the audience on the Hindu mythology of Manu and the Fish, which is a historical story that predates the biblical counterpart of Noah from Noah's ark. The story itself deviates from the ancient Indian deluge story and is more focused on the message of teaching readers to be open to helping others. Along with educating readers, three books also serve a devotional purpose. In Andal’s House (Whelan, 2014) educates about current struggles in India after pulling away from the Caste system. This is through the perspective and personal encounters of Kumar, a young Indian boy. Kumar belongs to a family that doesn't have a caste. During the celebration of Diwali, Kumar is invited by his friend, Andal, to watch fireworks. Andal's grandmother turns away Kumar, and Kumar questions if he belongs in the world without belonging to a caste. While it does feature the religious holiday of Diwali, the book is more focused on the caste class system. However, Diwali is used by Kumar's grandfather to reassure Kumar that he belongs in the world to drive out darkness. It also recognizes that there will be people like Andal's grandmother, but that the world is changing, and Kumar can play among all students in his school, regardless of past Caste. This book is one of two that explores inner strength and power relationships. My Bindi (Varadarajan, 2022) also calls attention to the fear of judgement, where a young girl, Divya, picks her first bindi. Diyva learns to embrace her heritage as she opens her third eye. A power relationship comes from fearing judgement of the other school children, who are predominantly white. Additionally, one of Divya's friends, another Indian child, proves to be judgemental of bindis. This causes Divya to have doubts over wearing a bindi to school out of fear of not being accepted. 
In Asian cultures, the importance of familial relationships and respect was an incidence of power common throughout the Hindu books. Children within the books are shown to respect their family members. In In Andal’s House (Whelan, 2014), Kumar's parents and sister hold power, where Kumar shows respect by bowing and respecting their wishes as he travels to Andal’s house. There is also a moment where Kumar shows respect to his sister by touching her feet. It is described as an act of showing care because it is believed that all women carry the feminine goddess with them. Kumar is treated kindly by his family for doing so. Kumar’s grandfather is shown to be a guiding figure. My Bindi (Varadarajan, 2022) shows Amma and Divya's father have an educational power. They teach and encourage practicing Hinduism with wearing a bindi. As outlined in Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks  (Heiligman, 2006) some practices in Diwali focus on celebrating family members. Holi Colors’ (Singh, 2018) narrator speaks to the reader as a mother. The narrator assumes the reader that there is no fear of the Holi colors, urging the reader not to cry and that the colors can be found all around. This can be read as a guiding figure.
Racial diversity is seen in the writing, photography, and illustrations of the books. Some are explicitly addressed. In Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks (Heiligman, 2006), the book educates readers on the diverse aspects of Diwali across cultures, with differences in foods, clothing, and traditions unique to each group. There is photography that shows different regions and different ethnicities. In many of the photos, no matter the wealth or status, the people celebrating are smiling, which goes along with the description of Diwali being a happy celebration. In Andal’s House (Whelan, 2014), Andal's Grandmother drives Kumar away for being without a caste, or an “untouchable.” The caste system was not inherently based on race, but it is a dividing feature that impacts the character's relationships. It features rich and poor individuals alike. In describing India's past, there is a power presented that the rich held over the poor in denying aid to those who were of lower caste. The history of outlawing discrimination in India is based on the Hindu religion being a unifying factor. Holi Colors (Singh, 2018) and Diwali  (Eliot, 2018) feature different races through illustrations, but the ways they practice Hinduism is not directly explored. There are pictures of white children covered in colored Holi powders. My Bindi (Varadarajan, 2022) shows Hindu characters interacting with non-practitioners, which are mainly white children. Illustrations within the books reduce the intricate patterns and designs of Hindu gods, as for western audiences, particularly Christian classrooms, religious artwork may be viewed as exotic or demonic (Rodriguez et al., 2023). In Diwali (Eliot, 2018), the illustration of Lakshmi, whom Diwali is primarily devoted to, is shown riding an owl. This is not explained further, but is an aspect that may be more insider knowledge that Hindu parents can explain to children while reading books.
Overall, this section concerns itself with educating traditions surrounding Hinduism. Messages of inner strength can be found within the books. With the diversity that is seen across Hindu practices, Hinduism is generalized in the selection of books. These books orient themselves to a western audience. In the author's note, Manu and the Talking Fish  (Arenson, 2000) adapts its story to better suit itself for an English classroom. As explored in Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks (Heiligman, 2006), the practice of Hinduism varies from location to location. Even in Diwali, the purpose of celebration varies between cultures.  
Buddhism: 5 Books
	Five books were added in the Buddhism section. All five were written by outsiders. Two were biographies; an overview of the subjects of the books included is provided in Table 6. Titan and the Wild Boars: The True Cave Rescue of the Thai Soccer Team (Hood, 2019) is a true story written from the perspective of Titan, one of the 12 boys trapped in a cave after torrential downpour. It is a holistic approach to the story, with timeline, maps, and quotes from the actual event. There are many devotional quotes from Buddha given throughout the book that Titan and the other boys use while trapped in the cave. The second biography, Far Beyond the Garden Gate: Alexandra David-Neel's Journey to Lhasa (Brown, 2002), details the first western woman to make it to Lhasa in the 1800s, where she engaged in Buddhist practices to gain access to the sacred Tibetan city of Lhasa. This is one of three books to focus on a journey. All the Way to Lhasa: A Tale from Tibet (Berger, 2002) follows a boy with his Yak as he travels to Lhasa, competing with another traveler. Helen Berger’s use of Buddhist characters presents a variation on Aesop’s fable of tortoise and the hare. Just as in Far Beyond the Garden Gate (Brown, 2002), the book presents the sacred city of Lhasa and the importance to Buddhist culture. In A Single Pebble: A Story of the Silk Road (Christensen, 2013), a small pebble travels with different traders, encountering different lands and people on the silk road. A single Buddhist monk appears in the book, but Buddhsim is not explored further other than an author’s note explaining how “philosophy” of Buddhism was passed along the Silk Road. 
Table 6
Overview of Books about Buddhism
	Subject of Book
	Number of Books Included

	Biographies
	1

	Holidays
	0

	Other
	4


 
	No holidays were represented in the selection. Racial diversity is present in the books, however different religions are not in conversation with each other. This is also emphasized by the lack of Buddhist writers. In Zen Shorts (Muth, 2015), Stillwater, a giant panda, teaches three white children Buddhist (and one Taoist) meditations that are meant to be thought upon and questioned "to challenge our habits, desires, concepts, and fears." It is assumed that Stillwater is Buddhist. Both Zen Shorts (Muth, 2015) and Far Beyond the Garden’s Gate (Brown, 2002), which centers on a French woman, seem to be meant to connect with western audiences with the main protagonists being white. All the Way to Lhasa (Berger, 2002) uses Buddhist characters to mystify an English story. 
Overarching themes can be drawn from looking at the four tenets of Buddhism, and the pursuit of enlightenment through knowledge is present within the books. However, no book explicitly focuses on teaching the reader the tenets, rather it being context for the characters in the events of the book. Similar to the Hinduism section, Buddhism is a diverse religion with many offshoots and diverse cultures. These books serve to entertain western audiences in ways that are adapted to western forms of storytelling, which condense stories and gods into general stereotypes. Little education of diverse buddhists is recognized in this selection. Authors in this section seem concerned about orienting their novels to be for Americans (Rodriguez et al., 2023). This makes the Buddhist section appear as mystic or exotic. The illustrations for the meditations in Zen Shorts (Muth, 2015) replicate ancient ink drawings, which to a reader could make Buddhism seem ancient and disconnected. Religious language was present little in the books, and there are no glossaries in the selection. In All the Way to Lhasa (Berger, 2002), a prayer is transcribed in the rocks. The other four books name religious figures and places, but do not deviate farther other than Titan and the Wild Boars (Hood, 2019) translating Buddhist quotes into English. Asian cultures diverge from using English letter characters. Phonics and sounds used in Asian cultures are also different from the American or Western perspective. Historically, Asian individuals faced discrimination and forced assimilation into Western culture. Because of this, authors may not have inclined themselves to add accurate writings or writing characters from the religion. There is a large absence of accurate Buddhist and Asian voices presenting stories in this category.
Indigenous Religions: 3 Books
	We categorized three books as “Indigenous religions.” Though this categorization may have been somewhat of a stretch, of the books identified in the keyword search, three seemed to relate directly to spiritual ways of knowing as understood by Indigenous peoples. Of the three, one was written by an outsider, Giving Thanks: The 1621 Harvest Feast (Waters, 2001), and tells the traditional story of Thanksgiving as it has been misrepresented in elementary social studies. One was written by an insider along with an outsider. The Shaman’s Nephew: Life in the Far North (Tookoome & Oberman, 1999) has two authors listed. One is a Jewish author and storyteller, Sheldon Oberman while the other is an Inuit artist and hunter, Simon Tookoome. The third book’s first author is an insider, Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu, but there are three authors listed. Kapaemahu (Wong-Kalu et al., 2022) is based on an animated short film about the and female spirits traveling in ancient Hawaii.
	Across the three books, only one represents a specific holiday (Thanksgiving). In the text of  Giving Thanks: The 1621 Harvest Feast (Waters, 2001), there is little that has to do with Indigenous religions, but in the back matter, there is a section that talks specifically about spiritual practices of the Wampanoag people, including things like the importance of giving thanks. It also provides a specific name for their creator, Kietan. However, there is also a section that discussed the Christian God and spiritual practices of the pilgrims. 
	Each of these stories provides a visual representation of a specific group of indigenous peoples (Wampanoag, Intuit, and Hawaiian). Kapaemahu (Wong-Kalu et al., 2022) is based on a traditional Hawaiian story that took place multiple centuries ago. It tells the story of the healer stones of Kapaemahu. The author tells the story in both English and Olelo Niihau, a dialect spoken by residents of the island of Niihai and “the closest to the southern Polynesian dialect athat might have been spoken by the healers” featured in the story. Importantly, the authors share in the back matter that they hope this book might “help restore the stones as a monument to the extraordinary skills, talents, and accomplishments of the Kapaemahu healers.”
	The Shaman’s Nephew (Tookoome & Oberman, 1999) is Tookoome’s (the first author) biography. While it is considered a picture book, it has far more text than a traditional picture book and smaller images. Of the three books included about Indigenous peoples, this one deals the most explicitly with power dynamics. In the text, it defines the role of a Shaman and discusses Tookoome’s experience as the nephew of Oohuluaq (a shaman). Tookoome would like to become a shaman, but because his mother has converted to Christianity, he is not allowed to. As he says, “The Church did not want our people practising the old ways” (p. 40). There is a strong sense of the tension between the spirituality of the Intiut people and the arrival and subsequent conversion of many Intuit to Christianity. 
Discussion
	Because confident pluralism assumes deep differences, it naturally follows that we need to develop tools that help us live with those differences. While the NSSTBL has the potential to be such a tool, our findings show that some texts foster empathy and understanding while others reduce religion to holiday traditions or as a shallow component of individual biography, removing complexity of faith traditions. Of the texts included on this list, many of the books about Christianity seemed to highlight stories of racial struggle and resilience, while books about other traditions, like Islam and Hinduism, were more likely to focus on rituals or practices explained for an outside audience. These patterns suggest that thinking about pluralism in curriculum is not just about considering the quantity of voices; rather, it is about considering how those voices are framed and for whom. In this section, we relate our findings back to the theory of confident pluralism, explicitly aligning our observations with three of the four categories outlined by Inazu (2016) that appeared to directly align with our study with an eye towards a critical version of pluralism that accounts for power, representation, and structural inequality. 
Civic Aspirations
Tolerance, humility, and patience are interrelated values for a civic life indicative of confident pluralism. To develop tolerance, an individual must have the humility to be made aware of their biases and have the patience to learn more from others. In this section, we consider how these values are reflected and where they fall short within the texts included on the NSSTBL. Specifically, we look at how access to civic respect and the limits of solitary representation shape students’ opportunities to engage meaningfully with religious difference.
Uneven Access to Civic Respect
The distribution of the NCSS thematic strands represented in this study support instruction about unfamiliar topics with a heavy emphasis on strands 1 (culture), 3 (people, places and environments) and 4 (individual development and identity). Combined with a majority of these picture books being suggested for elementary grades, the NCSS Trade Book List, on the surface, establishes a frame that would enable students to move toward understanding more complex issues about religion as they get older (Hess, 2009; Libresco, 2018; Tannebaum, 2018; Zam & Stone, 2006). However, in looking at the distribution of books about specific religious traditions (Figure 2), any assumptions about equal footing are challenged by the asymmetric inclusion of picture books about religious groups included on this list. 
Inclusion alone does not guarantee equitable treatment. Some religious traditions are consistently afforded complexity and dignity, while others are simplified or framed only through outsider lenses. Here, we see that two-thirds of the authors are insiders to the faith they write about while 33 are outsiders who (presumably) did research to fill in the gaps in their knowledge. For Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in particular, there were more books written by insiders than outsiders. Children’s literature about unfamiliar religious topics can provide an insider's perspective and help readers develop empathy (Davila & Volz, 2017), which means this finding is a move in a positive direction. Unfortunately, outdated and skewed information with the potential to dehumanize is often found in texts that are written from outside perspectives (Morgan, 2009). For Hinduism and Indigenous religions, half or more were written from an outside perspective. For Buddhism, all picture books appeared to be written by outsiders. In Teaching Asian America in Elementary Classrooms (Rodriguez et al., 2023), the authors emphasize the importance of using authors who are ethnically and culturally familiar with the religion. This is not seen in this section of the book list. In these cases, access to civic respect, understood here as the opportunity to be seen, heard, and engaged on one’s own terms, is still uneven across the texts we analyzed. 
Solitary Representation
	Inazu (2016) emphasizes tolerance, humility, and patience as aspirational civic virtues, and these ideas are mirrored across the educational goals of social studies which often include empathy, listening, and understanding multiple perspectives. However, considering this tenet, civic aspirations, through a critical lens necessitates moving beyond just being open-minded toward the inclusion of learning to recognize systemic injustice. To develop critical civic aspirational values in their students, teachers need to recognize that using one book about one religion is not sufficient, but rather the starting point of any conversation. 
	The NSSTBL does little to help achieve this goal. While the books that focus on Christianity are often racially diverse, they do not represent the broad range of Christian traditions present in the United States, let alone globally. Books representing Judaism occasionally touch on specific denominations (Ashkenazi versus Hasidic), but are more likely to be conflated with US representations of Hanukkah or the Holocaust (Allen, 2023; Eichler-Levine, 2010). While some of the books about Hinduism do try to highlight different traditions within the faith and do serve an educational purpose, the five books included about Buddhism appear to be written as a form of western education and rely heavily on stereotypes. In short, certain faiths are framed as “exotic” or “other,” undercutting pluralism from the start. 
While the NSSTBL may be trying to model civic aspirations, the inclusion of books that simplify faith traditions fail to equip students to encounter differences with complexity, collapsing into civility through surface-level attention. These observations raise questions about what it means to teach “tolerance” of religion when most school contexts not only tolerate but are rooted in Christianity (Ferber, 2012; Puchner & Markowitz, 2020) while others faiths are marginalized. Ultimately, the representations used in these texts have the potential to directly impact students’ living speech about religion as well as how effectively they can find common ground with those who are different from them. 
Living Speech
Building on the idea of civic aspirations, the tenet of living speech proposes that confident pluralism builds bridges and does not shut down dialogue. With this in mind, a critical confident pluralism would support these goals, but also consider how language, including the text included in a book used for curricular purposes, can sustain or disrupt systems of exclusion. In this section, we consider how picture books can foster interreligious understanding through development of a shared vocabulary or further marginalize by avoiding religious complexity. In these ways, picture books can reinforce stereotypes and silences or engage in dialogue that is more than just surface level.
Literate Speech as a Precondition for Living Speech
Children’s books have the opportunity to provide us the language to meaningfully discuss and engage with other faith practices. Many picture books included on the NSSTBL about religion do incorporate languages other than English in varying ways. For example, Kapaemahu (Wong-Kalu et al., 2022) includes the full text in Olelo Niihau while Pearl’s Passover (Zalben, 2002) includes specific words in Hebrew woven throughout the text with a glossary included in the back matter. Unfortunately, most of the books included in this list (including all of the books about Buddhism) missed the mark in providing vocabulary that might help students engage in conversation about a religion, instead assuming varying levels of knowledge or glossing over the idea entirely. The stories often landed on two ends of a continuum: one that meaningfully teaches the practice and terms pertinent to the faith or one that was a story that happened to have Jewish/Muslim/Buddhist/etc. characters. Both sides matter: Religious characters help to normalize and humanize the practice while meaningfully introducing common vocabulary helps readers understand why specific traditions do what they do. Perhaps the most effective storytelling strategy is the fusion of the two approaches. Appendix A displays selected examples of this continuum from the different religions represented in this study, giving further credence to the necessary critical evaluation of appropriate resources for a given class objective. Further, in line with the Confident Pluralism tenet of Living Speech, it is imperative to remember that the First Amendment does not just give individuals the freedom to have their own beliefs, but also involves the responsibility to protect that right for others of differing beliefs (or no belief at all). 
Inclusion Through Marginalization?
Across the Christian texts included on the NSSTBL, a consistent pattern stood out: Christianity was most often represented through stories connected to race. Of the 26 books in our dataset, more than half focused on characters who were African American or Latinx. These included picture books about Harriet Tubman’s faith and freedom, the role of music and prayer in Black churches, and cultural traditions like Las Posadas or quinceañeras. These stories often positioned Christianity as a source of comfort, strength, resilience, and as a tool for resisting injustice.
While these narratives are powerful, their prominence raises an important question: why must Christian identity be filtered through racial marginalization in order to be included? Few books on the NCSS list presented Christianity in its dominant, institutional forms, nor did we find stories that grappled with theological diversity or intra-Christian disagreement. Contrary to research across the field that situate Christianity as deeply embedded in educational systems (Allen, 2024; Small, 2020), on the NSSTBL, Christianity appeared at the margins, often represented by communities who have used it to survive oppression, not as the dominant cultural force it also represents in American public life. This finding suggests an intentional move away from framing Christianity as the dominant narrative, instead only granting the faith curricular space when it is framed as culturally rich and historically redemptive. However, even as it is presented in this more contested space, it is still situated in a way that does not encourage complicated or uncomfortable conversations.
This selective framing reflects one of the central concerns of critical confident pluralism as we have defined the framework: encouraging pluralism without power analysis can become a way of reinforcing what is already familiar. Books that highlight Christian faith in communities of color may seem to diversify the curriculum, but they also risk sending a different message: a move toward viewing dominant traditions as palatable only when tied to stories of struggle. As a result, students may encounter difference only when it has been made emotionally compelling, historically resolved, or culturally celebratory. This kind of pluralism is easier to manage, but it does not reflect the full range of how religion operates in the world or in our classrooms.
This presentation also potentially limits students’ ability to develop living speech as outlined in the confident pluralism framework (Inazu, 2016). When only certain kinds of stories are made available, students are left without the tools to engage in deeper conversations about belief, doctrine, or disagreement. Living speech requires more than feel-good stories. It requires texts that model how people navigate religious complexity to equip students with recognition, understanding, and empathy and begs asking whether living speech can exist in a context where some voices are systematically silenced.
Common Ground
To bridge gaps between individuals, the dominant narratives of American culture must be uncovered and eventually deconstructed. History is an important part of understanding the future, but knowledge of the past cannot be where the learning stops. Inazu (2016) positions common ground as something we must pursue despite deep differences rather than by erasing them through assimilation into dominant norms. In thinking though the connection between this tenet and critical confident pluralism, we consider in what ways the NSSTBL helps this work, but also (perhaps more importantly), in what ways does the list hinder this work.
Proximity without Erasure
	One way that common ground emerges in this collection of books is through stories that highlight shared experiences like school, family, food, and celebration. This mirrors the way the social studies has long leaned into practices like food and fesitvals (cite). These stories do not require students to adopt new beliefs, but instead offer them a chance to see difference up close in everyday settings. While this type of proximity does not necessarily solve deep disagreements (as Inazu (2106) suggests is necessary), it does invite recognition, a step toward relational pluralism. 
Two potential connection points opened by the list included in this study are the joyful representation of Christian Hispanic traditions and community and drawing unfamiliar communities to the forefront of classroom conversations. It is much more difficult to dismiss or “other” individuals in Celebrating a Quinceanera: A Latina's 15th Birthday Celebration (Hoyt-Goldsmith, 2002) as there are photos of Cynthia and her community with detailed explanations of the celebration. There are also multiple texts that offer opportunities for teachers to draw unfamiliar communities closer. Amira’s Picture Day depicts a young girl who almost misses her picture day because she must go to her mosque to celebrate Eid and returns to her school in religious clothing. Salaam: An American Boy’s Story (Brown, 2006) includes photographs (albeit black and white photos) with the express purpose of destigmatizing the Islamic faith after the horrific terrorist attack on 9/11. My Bindi (Varadarajan, 2022) was inspired by the author’s own struggles as a child to embrace her Hindu roots and proudly wear her Bindi in a predominantly Christian school. In Andal’s House (Whelan, 2014) educates others about the discriminatory practices of the caste system in India and how Andal’s grandfather taught him to accept everyone which is a universal truth (the authors hope) regardless of background. 
While these books do not take up structural issues of power or belief in sustained ways, they offer students a chance to move closer to communities that are often misrepresented, marginalized, or invisible in the curriculum. That closeness matters, particularly in classrooms where relationship across difference must be built before it can be deepened. At the same time, it is important to recognize that many of the texts that draw students closer to unfamiliar communities do so by focusing on stories that feel comfortable. These books highlight connection through lunchrooms, celebrations, or clothing choices, but often avoid deeper complexities around belief, power, or disagreement. These kinds of stories can serve as important starting points for relationship-building across difference. However, when they become the only kinds of texts included, we risk reinforcing the idea that pluralism is acceptable only when it is easy to digest. Building common ground in the classroom should start with proximity, but it shouldn’t end there.
Holiday Pluralism and the Problem of Familiar Bridges
Holiday picture books are frequently included in the NSSTBL and are a well-worn entry point for exploring cultural diversity in elementary classrooms. In many ways, these texts seem to invite students into moments of shared humanity, offering opportunities to see familiar traditions reflected in unfamiliar settings. Stories like Las Posadas (Hoyt-Goldsmith, 1999), The Harlem Nutcracker (Byrd, 2001), and The Spider’s Gift (Kimmel, 2010) reimagine Christmas across racial, cultural, and geographic contexts. They help interrupt singular assumptions about who celebrates what and how. Similarly, multiple books about Hanukkah (some set in historical Europe, others in contemporary American cities) offer glimpses into Jewish life through the lens of winter holidays. These stories often focus on themes like generosity, memory, and family, which are easy to connect across traditions. For young learners, that connection can be a meaningful first step toward understanding and empathy.
But while holidays may create opportunities for connection, they also shape the terms on which that connection becomes possible. In many of these texts, Christmas becomes the central frame through which difference is made legible. The idea of “Christmas Around the World,” a tradition still common in classrooms and curriculum guides, positions Christmas as the familiar center while other cultural identities are presented as interesting variations. Religious pluralism, in this framing, is not a landscape of multiple traditions, but a shared map with one tradition as the anchor. This kind of curricular approach may appear to build bridges, but those bridges often rest on the assumption that all students can or should relate to a single dominant tradition.
From the lens of critical confident pluralism, this raises important concerns. If common ground is always built on familiarity, then it limits whose stories are welcomed and how. Stories about Hanukkah may be included but they are often conflated with Christmas because they echo the family warmth or candlelit imagery of Christmas. Books about Eid, Holi, or Diwali are far less common on the NCSS list and, in the classroom, are less likely to be connected to themes that push beyond celebration into belief, community struggle, or theological meaning. In short, students are invited into others’ traditions only when those traditions feel safe, festive, and familiar.
The potential of holidays to build relational understanding across difference is real, but when framed through dominant narratives, that potential is narrowed. Similar to findings outlined in the previous section, this form of “holiday pluralism” builds a version of common ground that is more comfortable than critical, teaching students that difference is acceptable only when it looks like what they already know. From a critical confident pluralism perspective, genuine common ground requires more than recognition. It requires encountering difference on its own terms and asking whose traditions are centered, whose are translated, and whose are missing entirely.
Rethinking Pluralism for the Social Studies Classroom
	Social studies education has long positioned itself as the academic space best equipped to address ideas around identity, culture, and civic life. At its best, it offers opportunities for students to engage with complex ideas, unfamiliar perspectives, and to participate meaningfully as a citizen. Central to this vision is the idea of pluralism: that difference is not a problem to be solved, but a reality that exists in real life. Unfortunately, our analysis of the picture books about religion included on the NSSTBL over the past 25 years provides an example of how social studies as a field often falls short of this goal. 
	The NSSTBL is often viewed as a trusted source for high-quality, classroom-ready texts to support social studies instruction. While we value the intention behind offering curated resources to teachers, our findings raise questions about how that list represents religious traditions. Many of the included texts reduce religion to holiday celebrations or frame pluralism through surface-level and singular representations. These choices matter. They shape how teachers and students come to understand religion (and difference!) in the classroom. As teacher educators and researchers, we do not necessarily question the need for vetted resources, but we do call for a more critical and transparent selection process that recognizes the complexity, nuance, and structural awareness that are key pieces of social studies literacy.
	These observations also point to a deeper issue: the presence of pluralism in the curriculum or in a book list such as the one analyzed here does not ensure that multiple perspectives are represented equally or fairly, or that teachers will ask not just who is included, but how and on what terms these perspectives are introduced and evaluated. Engaging in critical confident pluralism provides one avenue for educators to look beyond representation and ask whether the resources we offer students provide the tools to engage with difference as something real, though often uncomfortable.
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Appendix A
Story Telling Continuum Examples
	Title
	Religion
	Teaches Faith or Religious Characters

	Gershon’s Monster
	Judaism
	Teaches Faith & Religious Characters – The main message of the book is academic and devotional. According to the author's note, it is a legend from the Hasidic tradition. It relates to the Jewish practices of tashlikh ("casting one's sins into the sea) and t'shuvah (repentance). It is academic in referencing the "wonder rabbi" in the story who "...is based on Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer...the founder of the Hasidic movement in Judaism." In the story, a man named Gershon does whatever he wants all year and then casts his misdeeds into the sea that he has brushed into the closet and drags in a large sack. He and his wife eventually decide they want to have kids and he travels to the "wonder rabbi" (tzaddik) to ask for his blessing to have a child. When he arrives, the tzaddik tells him he will have kids if he is thankful for all he has but Gershon is not satisfied with that answer. The rabbi gives him a piece of parchment for his wife to wear around her neck and a year later they will have twins that will live for five years. Gershon forgets this warning and does not remember it until five years later it comes true and he goes running down to the sea to save his children. A dark "black monster" comes out of the sea made of Gershon's misdeeds and he ran to put himself in between his kids and the monster. For the first time, he truly repented and the dark scales of the monster "melted into raindrops that fell like a summer shower, cleansing the sea."

	A Sweet Year: A Taste of the Jewish Holidays
	Judaism 
	Teaches Faith – The book is focused on giving a brief snapshot of the major Jewish holidays and festivals. I see this book as devotional and would be a good starting place for teaching Jewish children about what is celebrated and why it is celebrated and academic for non-Jews. Symbolism is key as he details in the glossary "The Holidays" in the back of the book.

	Fascinating: The Life of Leonard Nimoy
	Judaism
	Religious Character — biography about a famous actor who drew the infamous salute by Spock in Star Trek from Jewish rabbis

	You Never Heard of Sandy Koufax!?
	Judaism
	Religious character — Biography about a famous baseball player who happened to be Jewish

	Crescent Moons and Pointed Minarets: A Muslim Book of Shapes
	Islam
	Teaches Faith & Religious Characters - The author uses different shapes to teach about different aspects of Islam.

	One Sun and Countless Stars: A Muslim Book of Numbers
	Islam 
	Teaches Faith - The author uses the numbers 1 through 10 to teach different aspects of Islam. 

	Salaam: A Muslim American Boy’s Story
	Islam
	Teaches Faith through Religious Characters - The book focuses on Imran, who the author met at a mosque one Sunday following prayer (CA: Through a Muslim Child’s Eyes, n.d.). The reader learns more about Islam through a glossary of religious terms that are used to describe basic Arabic phrases, clothing, holy texts, places, and holidays.

	Mama in Congress: Rashida Tlaib
	Islam
	Religious Characters - This book is about Rashida, who identifies as Muslim, being elected to Michigan’s legislature. While notable, the book is focused on the Muslim identity and not the faith practices.

	A Fine St. Patrick’s Day
	Christianity
	Religious Characters - This book is positioned as a book with (presumably) Christian characters (as Saint Patrick is a saint in the Catholic traditions), but most people who celebrate this holiday are not Christians. Nothing is taught about the significance of the holiday to Christianity.

	Standing in the Need of Prayer
	Christianity
	Religious Characters – This book is an illustrated book of the lyrics to “Standing in the Need of Prayer,” but emphasizes that prayer isn’t just for people who believe in God but anyone who needs help or freedom from any type of bondage. 

	An Invisible Thread
	Christianity
	Religious Characters — this story is about a young man named Maurice that the author met at Christmas and helped him during his time of need. Faith practices are not detailed in this book other than the celebration of Christmas.

	The Little Owl & The Big Tree: A Christmas Story
	Christianity 
	Religious Characters — This book is positioned as a book with Christian principles of hospitality but unclear whether the people are Christian.

	Las Posadas: An Hispanic Christmas Celebration (1999)
	Christianity
	Teaches Faith & Religious Characters — It is in depth photographic coverage of the life of this community. This text is likely accurate for other Hispanic communities who also celebrate Las Posadas.

	My Bindi
	Hinduism
	Teaches Faith & Religious Characters — Reflects on the self-discovery and strength that Bindis provide in Hindu culture, specifically women/girls. Through Divya's journey in selecting a Bindi, her choice is reaffirmed by the protection and pride she feels as she has opened her third eye. Educates on what a Bindi means in Hinduism, giving a clear definition and religious significance of a Bindi, what they look like, and what a Hindu feels through selecting and wearing a Bindi.

	Celebrate Diwali with Sweets, Lights, and Fireworks
	Hinduism
	Teaches Faith & Religious Characters — Teaches about the diverse aspects of celebrating Diwali. While it is centered around the holiday of Diwali, it features different ethnic groups who celebrate it, as well as locations around the world. It showcases different foods and traditions unique to certain groups.
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