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Notions of the Child in Basal Readers for the Third and 
Fourth Grades of Primary School 

Extended summary1

This paper presents the results of a study which aimed to identify and interpret notions 
of the child in the basal readers for the third and fourth grades of primary school and their 
compatibility with modern notions of childhood and child. The theoretical approach will in-
clude the existing conceptualisations and operationalisations of the said notion; we will present 
the knowledge and insights derived from the existing studies of childhood (anthropology, soci-
ology, psychology, philosophy, pedagogy, etc.); and finally, present the pedagogical significance 
of children’s literature, primarily prose as a major source of information about the notions of 
the child. Notions of the child as inherently human creations and cultural and historical arte-
facts rep¬resent a multidimensional phenomenon that needs to be approached in an interdis-
ciplinary way. Social sciences and the humanities (psychology, anthropology, history, sociol-
ogy, philosophy, pedagogy, etc.) that deal with the studies of the child and childhood establish 
different conceptions and notions of childhood. The pedagogical significance of the literary 
texts for children is reflected in the fact that these texts represent a significant and inexhaust-
ible material for interpreting the notion of the child as an interdisciplinary phenomenon with 
numerous pedagogical implications. Apart from the fact that they provide specific notions of 
the child and childhood, literary texts are at the same time a territory where children’s ideas of 
childhood collide with the ideas of childhood constructed by adults, neither being fully articu-
lated or univocal. 
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The general objective of this research is to identify and interpret the notions of the child 
in basal readers for the third and fourth grades of primary school and examine their compat-
ibility with modern conceptions of the child and childhood. Given the specific nature of the 
research subject, primarily the multidimensionality and complexity of the notion of the child, 
we singled out two research tasks: (a) first, to analyse and interpret the notions of the child re-
lated to the understanding of the children’s nature, their needs, methods of solving problems, 
peer relations, relationship of adults towards the child, and the parenting methods of the adults 
based on the literary texts in basal readers; and (b) second, to examine the compatibility be-
tween the identified notions of the child and modern conceptions of the child and childhood. 
Content analysis was based on the assumption that there are different notions of the child in 
the readers, ranging from a puritan to a postmodern conception, as well as that there is a cer-
tain level of compatibility with modern conceptions of the child and childhood. The research 
is based on the descriptive method and the content analysis technique. We used literary texts 
where a child is the main protagonist or one of the characters, i.e. the basic text in the system 
of textbook didactic apparatus as the analysis unit. The notion of the child was co-constructed 
by means of induction and operationalised through six components: a) nature of the child; b) 
needs of the child; c) children’s way of solving problems; d) peer relations; e) relationship of 
adults toward the child; and f) parenting methods and actions of the adult. The sample com-
prised eight basal readers for the third and fourth grade within which we managed to identify 
32 pieces of literary prose suitable for the analysis and interpretation of the notion of the child.

Concerning the first research task, which implies identification of different notions of 
the child in literary texts found in basal readers, we determined the existence of several differ-
ent notions with regard to all the categories analysed (views on children’s nature, their ways of 
solving problems, peer relations and relationship with adults, as well as parenting methods and 
actions of the adults). Understanding children’s nature as inherently good, understanding their 
imminent needs, specific ways of solving problems, a belief that children establish quality re-
lationships with their peers and adults, and that adults in turn implement different affirmative 
parenting methods is the prevailing view in the analysed readers. When it comes to the second 
research task, we discovered a certain level of conformity between the notions of the child iden-
tified in the readers on one hand, and the modern conceptions of childhood, on the other. The 
notions found in the readers markedly coincide with the romantic and postmodern concep-
tions of childhood and the child, especially in terms of understanding children’s nature, their 
ways of solving problems and their relationship with the adults. 

The notion of the child has numerous pedagogical implications, and we will single out 
two. The first implication is the possibility of literary texts to instrumentalise the popular no-
tions of the child in direct instruction, which obligates education professionals to continuously 
re-examine the notions of the child that could be used as system solutions in direct instruction. 
The second implication points out the need to adjust the notions of the child with regard to the 
standpoint of different participants whose primary function is education of children in order 
to minimise the gap between the family, social, and school environment.   
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