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Introduction  

Since the year 1400, there have been a lot of literature materials aimed specifically at children. The 
main purpose of these materials is to educate and entertain children while at the same time being 
able to persuade them on certain issues. Even though there is no concise, universally accepted 
definition for children's literature, Anderson (2013) defines children's literature as all books written 
for children, "excluding works such as comic books, joke books, cartoon books, and nonfiction 
works that are not intended to be read from front to back, such as dictionaries, encyclopedias, and 
other reference materials.  
 Children’s literature also consists of poems, fairy tales, lullabies, fables, folk songs, poetry 
and rhyming storybooks.  Most children’s literature is enjoyed by children and adults alike due to 
its contents, illustrations, colours, and themes.  

 Mitchell (2002) added that excellent children’s literature is marked by appealing content 
and clear writing; characters used which are familiar to children such as cartoon, animal and human 
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Children’s literature can be a useful resource tool for children who are facing childhood 
problems, depression, traumatic experiences and other mental health related problems. By 
reading stories which are similar to their problems, they will feel that they are not alone 
or left out in this world. However, choosing the appropriate books for this purpose is not 
easy; to overcome these issues, it is believed that bibliotherapy is one of the techniques 
that can help motivate and heal problematic children. That is why this paper highlights 
the needs in assessing bibliotherapeutic features in children’s literature to be used in the 
bibliotherapy program. The findings of this study revealed that even though there are 
huge amount of children’s literature in public library in the Klang Valley but the number 
of books that match the features needed in bibliotherapy books are still minimal. 
Therefore, this paper reflects the urgent need for extensive effort put into publishing 
children’s books in Malaysia that focus more on the psychological and mental aspects of 
children in its content.  
Keywords: Bibliotheraphy, Children’s literature, Childhood problems, Public Libraries, 
Malaysia 
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characters.  The appropriate settings should be generally well known by children, or places they 
would love to go.  The writing style helps to create various moods in the story based on the 
selection of words and how they are arranged (Glazer & Giorgis, 2005, Janavičienė, 2010). 
 In selecting children’s books, parents, teachers, and librarians should seriously take into 
consideration the elements of controversy, negative impacts, and inappropriate effects to children.  
Unfortunately, most of them believe that children must be protected from the harsh realities of life, 
loss and death; they assume that exposing children to such stories will manufacture their fear of the 
unknown.  The vital questions are: who can make decisions about what type of children’s literature 
that parents, teachers and librarians should buy or suggest for children to read?  What are the 
criteria used in selecting these materials? 
 

Literature Review 
Children’s Literature 
Children’s literature is being described as “the body of written works produced to entertain or 
instruct young people,” (Siti Rohani, 2010).  The genre encompasses a wide range of works, 
including acknowledged classics of world literature, picture books, easy-to-read stories, fairy tales, 
lullabies, fables, folk songs, and other primarily orally transmitted materials.  It was emerged as a 
distinct and independent form only in the second half of the 18th century and blossomed in the 19th 
century.   

 However, even now there is no single, widely accepted definition of children’s literature. 
The most comprehensive and practical definition is all books written for children, excluding works 
such as comic books, joke books, cartoon books, and nonfiction works that are not intended to be 
read from front to back, such as dictionaries, encyclopaedias, and other reference materials 
(Anderson, 2013). The purpose of children’s literature is mainly to make children connect with 
their surroundings and environment.  Besides, children’s literature is known to be materials that are 
full of amusement, moral and religious messages, education, courtesy and entertainment (Chai, 
2011; Heath, 2017). 

 
Bibliotherapy  
Good books will delight, motivate and heal children.  It can also lead them to a meaningful life, full 
of positivity and appreciation towards their families, friends and society.  Therefore, it is strongly 
believed that a good selection of children’s literature can give a positive impact towards the 
bibliotherapy program. 

 The concept of using books to give effect of a change in a person’s thinking process and 
behaviour has been around for decades. Samuel Crothers coined the specific term of 
“bibliotherapy” in 1916 when he discussed a technique of prescribing books to patients who needed 
help in understanding their problems in Atlantic Monthly, and he labelled the technique as 
“bibliotherapy” (Myracle, 1995; Goddard, 2011; Akinola, 2014).  

 Books are known as a safe medium for children to explore different concepts, feelings, and 
attitudes while allowing them to better understand their environment, community, and societal 
expectations. For bibliotherapy to be successful, children first need to identify the characters in the 
story that are coping with issues akin to theirs. The readers then must become emotionally involved 
in the story and finally have an insight or a realization that the characters in the book worked 
through various solutions for their problems. And this will lead the children to begin to understand 
that their issues can be solved using similar solutions (Andreou, Paparoussi & Gkouni, 2013; 
Gregory & Vessey, 2004; Songprakun, & Mccann, 2012; Thibault, 2004).  

 Briggs and Pehrsson (2008) reported that librarians in the 1930s compiled lists of books to 
assist clients with concerns similar to the bibliotherapy lists used today. The key to a successful 
bibliotherapy session is by using appropriate and suitable books which consist of stories that can 
initiate a discussion of an issue and can be used as a substitute for dealing with problems. 
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 Some therapists use bibliotherapy with children who are too young to understand the 
complexities of mental health or are too distressed to express their feelings. Parents might read 
books to their children in order to understand their thoughts and feelings and to encourage them to  
express their feelings.  Teachers and librarians should also suggest special books for these children 
to read based on their problems (Hanley-Hochdorfer et al, 2010; Heath et al., 2011; Shuai Yuan, et 
al, 2018). 

 The success of bibliotherapy is highly depending on the suitability of the children’s 
materials used in this therapy. 

 
Using Bibliotherapy With Children 
Bibliotherapy is the most commonly used in the treatment of depression, anxiety, and stress, and 
other mental conditions, too. It can assist children in overcoming problems by having them read 
stories about characters who have successfully resolved a dilemma similar to their own. 
Identification with a literary model can foster thoughts and possible solutions to a problem such as 
dealing with divorce, illness, death, poverty, disability, alienation, disaster, war, adoption, etc.  
 Through bibliotherapy, children will be able to express their needs, feelings and opinions 
regarding their problems, fear, humiliation or sadness (Heath, Smith, & Young, 2017; Mahsa 
Mehdizadeh & Zohreh Khosravi,2018).  Since children often have difficulties in identifying and 
communicating their feelings, stories can be a medium to facilitate open discussion and self-
understanding. If children become emotionally involved with literary characters, they are more 
likely to be able to verbalize, act out, or draw pictures describing their internal thoughts (Taft, 
Hotchkiss, & Lee, 2016). 

 
Bibliotherapy Features in Malaysian Children’s Literature 
It cannot be denied that in Malaysia, the publishing of children’s literature is quite vast.  However, 
no standards or studies have been done to identify the characteristics that are suitable to include in 
these literatures so that they can be used in the bibliotherapy program.  A study conducted by Siti 
Rohani (2010) regarding children’s literature from Malaysian perspective found that “there is a 
growing awareness as well as concerted efforts from various quarters –publishers, government 
ministries, parent-teachers’ associations etc—in inculcating a Malaysian identity in literacy 
materials for the consumption of children and young adults in general.  In addition, recent 
developments in publishing, information and communication technology (ICT) as well as 
multimedia production have broadened the scope for improvement of children’s literacy through 
literature”.  Many researches also have been conducted on local children’s literature but none of 
them discussed the suitability of this literature towards bibliotherapy.  Most of the studies only 
focused on moral of the story and the impact of those stories on children.  None of them 
specifically did a research on the features analysis of these children’s literature.  A very general 
guideline in selecting literary resources and no specific discussion discovered regarding the criteria 
of children’s literature for bibliotherapy (Roselina & Mohd Shukry, 2006).   

 Bibliotherapy experts believed that the most important thing in this form of therapy is the 
book selection.  Books chosen by the practitioners should have literary merit which means a poorly 
written book with stereotyped characters and simplistic answers to complex questions is probably 
worse than having not read anything at all and can leave children with a negative view of literature.  
Reading good literature materials, however, can be beneficial to children, even on the outside of the 
context of bibliotherapy (White,1989).  

 Several authors recommended these features in children’s literature (Andreou, Paparoussi 
& Gkouni, 2013; Burnett, 1997; Duchnowski & Kutash, 2011; Huck, Hepler & Hickman, 1993); 
Ouzts, 1991; Rudman, 1995; Yontz-Orlando, 2017): 

i. Be well-written and appropriate to the child’s developmental level. 
ii. Provide stories using language familiar to children that is realistic in terms of their life 

experiences. 
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iii. Portray the condition and future possibilities for the characters. 
iv. Illustrations should also portray problems in an honest and straightforward manner. 
v. Present multidimensional characters experiencing legitimate and relatable emotions. 
 
 Following is the elaboration on the mentioned features: 
 
a. Objective 

 Bibliotherapy books for children should clearly imply the objective of the story and 
 whether or not they are able to attract children’s attention. 

b. Well-written 
 The story should be well-written and related to the situation or problems faced by the 

 children.  A well-written story might make the children think, understand and be able to 
 overcome their emotional concerns.  

c. Encouragement of discussion 
 A good story will make the children think and start to discuss or voice out their problem, 
 dilemma, anger, concern sadness, frustration etc.  The story itself will encourage them to 
 discuss with counsellors, teacher, or parents regarding the issues.  

d. Suitability 
The books should be appropriate in terms of reading level for various ages, interests, and 

 subject matter. Assigning the wrong books to children can make them feel confused and 
 depressed. 

e. Encourage reading and attention 
 A good book will encourage children to read until the last page.  It also may capture their 

 attention with interesting illustration and colours.  Illustration plays an important role to 
 motivate children to adopt a positive behaviour. It can be a platform in conveying specific 
 messages to readers. Good illustration will capture the children’s interests and hold 
 their focus and concentration for a longer period of time. Colour scheme is also one of the 
 important visual information because the colour itself can change the readers’ mood and  is 
 able to act as therapy to the children who read the book.  

f. Ability to stimulate imagination 
 Literature should impose themes that can appeal to children’s imagination and provide 

 factual and accurate information. Normally for bibliotherapy books, the themes are based 
 on true stories and similar to the children situations and  surroundings. The themes should 
 be worth conveying to the children and are based on justice and integrity.  It should offer a 
 variety of things to think about, to question, to consider, and to identify if there are any 
 lessons to be learned. 

g. Plot 
 The story and plot should be interesting, simple, relevant and easy to comprehend.  For 

 bibliotherapy purposes, the plot must be based on factual situations, true stories and 
 must also be realistic. The language used should also be simple with interesting fonts and 
 text size, and the flow must be easy to follow according to the age level. Simple plot and 
 story will attract children’s attention and motivate them to read more and feel relaxed.   

h. Language and vocabulary 
 The language used should be simple and easy to understand by children. Simple 

 vocabulary is also needed for children with different capabilities and educational 
 backgrounds. 

i. Character 
 Character development is about how the character grows, change and touches audiences’ 

 hearts. Normally, characters must show their true nature, their strengths and weaknesses so 
 that children can reflect on themselves and at the same time be motivated by them. 
 Therefore, the character should portray consistency. Everything the characters do, think, 
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 and say should seem natural and we can expect them to act and speak based on their age, 
 cultures and educational background. The best characterization must avoid stereotyping. 

j. Setting 
 Setting refers to the situation that takes place in the story and it should indicate the genre of 

 the book clearly.  For bibliotherapy books, the setting must be well displayed according to 
 the actual problems or situations and not be based on fairy tales only. The setting that has 
 been prepared must also show how it affects the actions, characters, or themes. The setting 
 is important in creating mood, authenticity, and credibility. 

 
Research Methodology 

This paper examines the features available for children literature in selected public libraries in the 
Klang Valley and Putrajaya.  A total of 10 public libraries were included in this study.  The first 
stage of the study involved an interview with the librarians to unravel the features of children 
literature from their perspective. Apart from that, features as recommended by previous researchers 
were also considered. Input from this interview and the literature review helped the researchers to 
finalize the existing features in Malaysian children’s literature.  The second stage involved the 
evaluation of the literature.  A total of 950 children’s literature was randomly selected and the 
contents were evaluated to determine the biblioteraphy features available on these literatures.  
 

Results and Analysis 
Assessing Bibliotherapy Elements In Malaysian Children’s Literature At Selected Children’s 
Library  
It was discovered that all 10 libraries did purchase local children’s literature which reflect the 
bibliotherapy books.  However, the evaluation process revealed that  those books do not fulfill the 
10 features needed in bibliotherapy books.  Table 1 below depicts the findings of the evaluation.  

The four bibliotherapy features, namely objective, well-written, language, and vocabulary 
and setting exist in the selected children litereature in all 10 libraries.  These features recorded the 
highest percentage among other features (Table 2).  For example, in National Library Malaysia 
(PNM), all these four features have the same and highest percentage among other features which is 
11%. The same trend is also reflected in other libraries.  It can be concluded that these four features 
are a must in the bibilotherapy books.  

On the other hand, the other two features: encouragement of discussion and encourage 
reading and attention recorded low percentage in most of the libraries under study (Table 3).  
Encourage reading and attention is a feature that every book has but not all suit the bibilotherapy 
features.  Only four libraries, National Library Malaysia (PNM); Community Library UTC 
Keramat; Perpustakaan Komuniti Petaling Jaya; and Perpustakaan Bandar Baru Sentul (CLIC) 
recorded higher percentage with Community Library UTC Keramat recording the highest 
percentage of 11.36%.   In contrary, Perpustakaan Hypermedia MPSJ Puchong recorded the lowest 
percentage which is 2%. This shows that most of their collections did not encourage reading and 
attention to support bibliotherapy elements in children’s literature. As for the encouragement of 
discussion feature, it refers to the willingness of the children to change.  Only Perpustakaan Bandar 
Baru Sentul (CLIC) has the highest percentage of 10% and the rest of the libraries recorded a rather 
low percentage.  The lowest percentage is recorded by Community Library UTC Keramat with 
3.41%. 

Meanwhile, for plot and character, these features share almost the same percentage in all 
libraries, but they have slightly different values for PNM, PPAS, Perpustakaan Hypermedia MPSJ 
Puchong and Subang Jaya and Perpustakaan Awam Bukit Damansara. For another feature which is 
ability to stimulate imagination where Perpustakaan Hypermedia MPSJ, Subang Jaya has the 
highest percentage among other libraries with 12.12% and PPAS has the lowest percentage which 
is 8.99% which shows some children’s literature lack of features relative to ability to stimulate 
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imagination for bibliotherapy books. Another feature is suitability which refers to their targeted 
children and Perpustakaan Hypermedia MPSJ Puchong has the highest percentage of 12% and 
Community Library UTC Keramat has the lowest percentage which is 5.68%. It can be concluded 
that  their selected materials did not suit the target users.  
 
 

Table 1 
 
  Biblioteraphy Features 
Name of 
Library 

Randomly 
selected 
children’s 
literature 

Objective Well 
written 

Encouragement 
of discussion 

Suitability Encourage 
reading & 
attention 

Ability to 
stimulate 
imagination 

Plot Language 
& 
vocabulary 

Character  Setting 

National 
Library 
Malaysia 
(PNM) 

 
150 

 
11% 

 
11% 

 
4.71% 

 
9.13% 

 
10.39% 

 
10.70% 

 
11% 

 
11% 

 
10.07% 

 
11% 

Community 
Library UTC 
Keramat 

 
50 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
3.41% 

 
5.68% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

Perpustakaan 
Raja Tun Uda 
(PPAS) 

 
100 

 
12.36% 

 
12.36% 

 
4.50% 

 
8.99% 

 
5.62% 

 
8.99% 

 
12.36% 

 
12.36% 

 
10.0% 

 
12.36% 

Perpustakaan 
Hipermedia 
MPSJ 
Puchong 

 
50 

 
12.0% 

 
12.0% 

 
8.0% 

 
12.0% 

 
2.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
12.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
12.0% 

Perpustakaan 
Kuala 
Lumpur 
(PKL) 

 
250 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

 
5.18% 

 
9.96% 

 
7.85% 

 
11.11% 

 
10.73% 

 
10.73% 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

Perpustakaan 
Komuniti 
Petaling Jaya 

 
100 

 
11.02% 

 
11.02% 

 
5.52% 

 
11.02% 

 
10.24% 

 
9.45% 

 
9.45% 

 
11.02% 

 
11.02% 

 
10.24% 

Perpustakaan 
Precint 9 
Putrajaya 

 
50 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

 
7.41% 

 
11.11% 

 
3.71% 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

 
11.11% 

Perpustakaan 
Bandar Baru 
Sentul 
(CLIC) 

 
50 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

 
10.0% 

Perpustakaan 
Awam Bukit 
Damansara 

 
100 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
4.54% 

 
10.80% 

 
6.82% 

 
10.80% 

 
10.80% 

 
11.36% 

 
11.36% 

 
10.80% 

Perpustakaan 
Hipermedia 
MPSJ, 
Subang Jaya 

 
50 

 
12.12% 

 
12.12% 

 
9.09% 

 
9.09% 

 
3.04% 

 
12.12% 

 
12.12% 

 
9.09% 

 
9.09% 

 
12.12% 

 
 

Table 2 
 

Name of Library Objective Well written Language & 
vocabulary Setting 

National Library Malaysia (PNM) 11% 11% 11% 11% 
Community Library UTC Keramat 11.36% 11.36% 11.36% 11.36% 
Perpustakaan Raja Tun Uda (PPAS) 12.36% 12.36% 12.36% 12.36% 
Perpustakaan Hipermedia MPSJ Puchong 12.0% 12.0% 12.0% 12.0% 
Perpustakaan Kuala Lumpur (PKL) 11.11% 11.11% 10.73% 11.11% 
Perpustakaan Komuniti Petaling Jaya 11.02% 11.02% 11.02% 10.24% 
Perpustakaan Precint 9 Putrajaya 11.11% 11.11% 11.11% 11.11% 
Perpustakaan Bandar Baru Sentul (CLIC) 10.0% 10.0% 10.0% 10.0% 
Perpustakaan Awam Bukit Damansara 11.36% 11.36% 11.36% 10.80% 
Perpustakaan Hipermedia MPSJ, Subang Jaya 12.12% 12.12% 9.09% 12.12% 

 
Table 3 

 
Name of Library Encouragement of 

discussion 
Encourage reading & 

attention 
National Library Malaysia (PNM) 4.71% 10.39% 
Community Library UTC Keramat 3.41% 11.36% 
Perpustakaan Raja Tun Uda (PPAS) 4.50% 5.62% 
Perpustakaan Hipermedia MPSJ Puchong 8.0% 2.0% 
Perpustakaan Kuala Lumpur (PKL) 5.18% 7.85% 
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Perpustakaan Komuniti Petaling Jaya 5.52% 10.24% 
Perpustakaan Precint 9 Putrajaya 7.41% 3.71% 
Perpustakaan Bandar Baru Sentul (CLIC) 10.0% 10.0% 
Perpustakaan Awam Bukit Damansara 4.54% 6.82% 
Perpustakaan Hipermedia MPSJ, Subang Jaya 9.09% 3.04% 

 
Research Limitation and Future Direction 

The effectiveness of bibliotherapy may be inhibited due to lack of documented materials (types of 
literature and specific books used) on various topics as well as the lack of interest of clients in 
participating in the bibliotherapy process (Abdullah, 2002).  
      Numerous empirical studies done on bibliotherapy lack clear design, leaving them impossible 
to replicate. Lack justification and flaws potentially counteract the validity of some strong studies 
done in the bibliotherapy arena (Pardeck, 1994, Riordan, Mullis, & Nuchow, 1996). 
        Another concern with the assessment of research is the wide variety of literature made use of 
in the practice of bibliotherapy. Depending on the individual facilitating the bibliotherapy process, 
a few believe in using non-fiction materials, some fiction and some practitioners use a mixture of 
each genre of literature. Creativity makes the bibliotherapy process a challenging one to measure in 
terms of the effectiveness. 
        One area in which the research is lacking is use of bibliotherapy within the supervision 
process. A search of literature found no specific information or research addressing the use of 
bibliotherapy as a supervision intervention or model.  The government, social policies, and 
academic training need to gather at this critical juncture to make bibliotherapy available to the 
many people in desperate need of help. 
 

Conclusions 
Based on the evaluations and interviews done at the selected libraries, the researchers discovered 
that most of the children’s literature published in Malaysia are still lacking bibliotherapy elements 
which are considered essential and important in children’s lives.  It is believed that the authors and 
illustrators of the children’s books in Malaysia will be able to produce more bibliotherapeutic 
books if they are aware of the current situations and problems that our Malaysian children are 
facing now.  Bibliotherapy can assist children in overcoming problems by having them to read 
stories about characters who have successfully resolved dilemmas similar to their own.  This 
therapeutic approach can foster positive thoughts and possible solutions to a problem such as 
dealing with divorce, illness, death, poverty, disability, alienation, disaster, war, adoption, etc.  
Through bibliotherapy, children will be able to express their needs, feelings, and opinions 
regarding their problems, fear, humiliation, sadness, frustration, anger, etc.  Therefore, it is strongly 
believed that a good selection of children’s literature can give a positive impact towards 
bibliotherapy program. 

The publication of bibliotherapeutic children’s books in Malaysia is still left far behind 
compared to other countries.  By understanding the meaning of bibliotherapy and its contributions 
to children, it will be able to give a helping hand to children who need guidance in their lives.  
Libraries in Malaysia which cater the needs of children should play an important role in selecting 
and purchasing children’s literature and take into consideration books that also include the 
bibliotherapy features.  Inappropriate selection of books may result in the decrease of children 
patrons to the library. 

Despite the contributions that this study has made, it was not without its limitations.  This study 
was limited to public libraries in Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya only, therefore, the findings may not 
be generalized to other populations or across cultures.  Thus, a larger number of libraries is 
required for the findings to be generalized.  While a study of this scope has definite limitations, the 
results shed some patterns of children literature in Malaysia.  It is hoped that findings of this study  
could be helpful for more in-depth studies and applications.  
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