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This theory of transmediation supports social-constructivist theories of learning, exemplified 
by Vygotsky’s (1986) observation that individuals construct understanding of their physical 
and sociocultural worlds through the development of language and the interpretation of 
shared, but sophisticated sign-systems.

Fairytales, fractured and subverted fairytales
Children’s earliest encounters with literature may include listening to derivatives of classical 
folktales and fairytales. In EYFS and Reception, children are encouraged to engage with these 
tales through participatory pedagogies including oral retelling, role-play and play with puppets, 
enabling them to join in with repeated phrases and dialogue such as ‘Once upon a time’, and ‘I’ll 
huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down’ and to sequence key events in these tales.

These activities will be extended during Years 1 and 2, enabling children to identify recurring 
literary language to create effects, to make predictions or to infer what might happen next; to 
write simple character profiles drawing on visual and descriptive evidence from the stories they 
are hearing, reading and interpreting. Children will also be invited to compare and contrast 
the behaviour of characters with their own responses to life experiences. As children progress 
through primary school, they will have opportunities to rewrite some fairytales from different 
perspectives and to subvert and transform the genre through their writing activities. Retellings of 
fairytales can be used with pupils to show how society’s values and views change by providing a 
useful interplay between the already-given story, the contemporary narrative and the relationship 
between past and currently held beliefs, and attitudes held by members of that society.

Activity: traditional fairytale

Select a favourite traditional fairytale that portrays human characters. Look carefully 
at the illustrations, dialogue and the comparative adjectives used to describe the 
human characters.

Object (Idea)

Sign
(Image or word)

Interpretant
(Interpretation)

Figure 7.2 A simplified view of transmediation
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 • Which characters are active and which ones are passive?
 • Which characters are strong, which ones are weak?
 • How are binary oppositions used in this fairytale to create representations of 

gender stereotypes?
 • What kind of ideology of gender is being promoted in this story?
 • How could you address gender bias?

(Possible answers can be found at the end of the chapter.)

Case study: gender stereotypes

NQT Samantha decided to probe her Year 3 pupils’ recognition of gender stereotypes using the 
story of The Paper-bag Princess. She wanted to see if children really do recognise and draw on 
the symbolism and codes identified by Barthes (1974) to help them to construct understand-
ing of stories and the positioning of boys and girls. She asked children to create drawings of a 
princess before and after reading the story to them. She asked the following questions.

Before the reading

 • If I said I was going to read a fairytale to you, what kind of characters would you expect to 
hear about?

 • Can you name some of the characters from fairytales?

 • Who would be brave? Why do you think this?

 • Who would be strong? Why do you think this?

 • Who would need help? Why do you think this?

 • Can you all draw a labelled diagram of a princess?

 • What kinds of adjectives will you use to describe her?

Introducing the story

 • What do you predict will happen in this story?

 • What makes you think this?

 • How did the front cover help you to predict the events in the story?

During the reading

 • Is this story as you expected?

 • Why/why not?
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 • Do you think the words and pictures tell the story in the same way?

 • Is Princess Elizabeth behaving as you expected? Please explain.

 • What do you think about Prince Ronald’s reaction to Elizabeth?

 • What do you think about the last picture?

After the reading

 • Did you enjoy the story?

 • Did the story end in the way you expected?

 • Has your view of a princess changed as a result of reading this story?

 • Can you all draw a labelled diagram of a princess?

 • What kinds of adjectives will you use to describe her?

Readers’ responses showed that yes, both girls and boys were responding to the codes 
employed by the author/illustrator. However, they had all misunderstood the reasons 
why the Princess had been rejected by the Prince. Rejection occurred because the Prince 
was embarrassed at being rescued by a girl; the children all thought he rejected Princess 
Elizabeth because of her unkempt appearance, which may reflect contemporary society’s 
preoccupation with image and appearance. Samantha made the following observations to 
share with her NQT mentor.

 • Hermeneutic code Readers were able to answer questions drawing on the clues presented 
in the pictures and text to predict what the story might be about, what will happen next 
and how problems will be resolved. They were surprised when the story did not conform to 
the usual pattern of a fairytale.

 • Cultural code The use of love heart motifs in the first double-page spread confirms 
marriage to be the Princess’s destiny. However, expectations are challenged when a dragon 
kidnaps the Prince.

 • Semic code Though the main character, Princess Elizabeth, wore a dirty paper-bag 
after her royal robes were destroyed during her battle with the dragon, the children 
continued to recognise her as royal because she always wore her crown – the symbol 
of royalty.

 • Proairetic code The significance of Elizabeth’s actions is revealed as the story ends. An 
adult interpretation recognises that she has gained her independence by subverting the 
usual pattern of fairytales – outwitting a fiendish dragon, only to be rejected by the 
Prince she rescued, who is embarrassed at this subverted resolution. She realises she 
can manage very well on her own. However, the children did not realise that gender 
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stereotypes were being deliberately subverted. They thought she was brave and clever, 
but had ended up looking a mess. They thought the Prince was unpleasant and should 
have said thanks for the rescue, but that it was okay for him to reject her if he didn’t 
like the way she looked.

 • Symbolic code: The usual pattern of binary oppositions (male/female, active/passive, 
rescuer/in need of rescue) is disrupted. Though the heroine, Elizabeth, discarded her crown 
and skipped off optimistically into an unknown future, young readers assumed that she 
had been rejected because of her appearance.

Activity: subverted fairytale

Several authors have attempted to subvert gender stereotypes and to challenge readers’ 
expectations of fairytales.

 • Map the key events in the traditional fairytale Cinderella.
 • Read Laurence Anholt’s Cinderboy.
 • Compare how this author has attempted to reverse the usual pattern of this story.
 • Can you use the features of a different fairytale to inform the creation of a 

subversion of a favourite fairytale or a new fairytale relevant to the concerns of a 
contemporary audience?

Research focus: ideology

Zipes (1997) identifies the presence of power and manipulation operating in children’s 
literature resulting from the ideological preconceptions underlying the construction of the 
child reader as a literary child, despite its intention to give the child a sense of autonomy. 
More recently, Gruner (2009) has suggested: one origin of children’s literature is in didacti-
cism, and learning and pedagogy continue to be important in much of the literature we 
provide for children today (p216).

A reader’s perceptions of reality may be influenced by the representational systems operating 
within the society from which they have emerged, such that the beliefs and attitudes towards 
a marginalised group become represented in an exaggerated or over-simplified way reducing 
them to stereotypes (Kortenhaus and Demarest, 1993). If equality is considered to be one of 
the most important founding principles of a democratic society, it is essential that its young 
citizens are explicitly taught to understand how and why texts are constructed in order for 
them to recognise the values and ideologies inherent in a wide range of reading materials and 
multi-modal media (Gilbert and Gubar, 1979).
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