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April 23 marks World Book Day, a global event
organized by UNESCO aimed at celebrating books
and encouraging a love of reading for all. To mark

World Book Day in 2016, the Hamad bin Khalifa University
Press (HBKU Press) has selected the lovely children’s book
“Manal’s World” by Muneera Saad Al-Rumaihi and illus-
trated by Gulnar Hajo. 

The bilingual book (written in both Arabic and
English) tells the story of a young wheelchair-bound girl
Manal who befriends a lonely child, Noora. Manal lives a
highly imaginative life, with stories filled with dolls,
princesses and fairies. One day when her family takes
Manal to the park, she notices a girl sitting on a bench by
herself, not playing with anyone. Manal rolls over and
starts talking to the girl. But Noora is shy and refuses
Manal’s invitation to play - at least until Manal finds a way
to share her imagined world. 

The book highlights a few interesting themes - inclu-
siveness and empathy. Manal sees that Noora is shy and
rather than forcing her to ‘get over it’ or abandoning her

and going back to play on the swings, Manal persists and
finds a way to engage with Noora to help her overcome
her shyness. The children spend time outside in the park
and the girls play with dolls and read books, encouraging
healthy lifestyle activities away from electronics and
media. 

The storyline, though short, conveys a sweet message
of friendship. It also normalizes and empowers children
with disabilities. Manal may be in a wheelchair, but
there’s no mention of that in the story. It’s not an issue or
a problem that has to be overcome, merely a fact of her
life. Instead we see her in her wheelchair at the park
enjoying the same activities as the other kids. She is also
charming, confident and empathetic to other children,
rather than (as has often been the case in children’s litera-
ture) becoming the object of someone else’s concern. 

The illustrations are beautiful and soft, conveying a
graphically intricate yet engaging world of children - a
perfect read-aloud story for pre-K, kindergarten and early
primary grades. There are a few disparities between the
English and Arabic texts but hardly noticeable. The bilin-
gual text is also great for parents teaching their children
Arabic and English as they can read the book in both lan-
guages to further encourage bilingual reading. 

“Good reading starts early and children who share
books with others are more likely to develop language
skills and advanced reading levels,” said the book’s
author, Al-Rumaihi. “I am very excited that Manal’s World
was chosen as this year’s book. I hope that the story will
encourage children to embrace reading and storytelling.”

HBKU Press, to celebrate World Book Day and “to posi-
tively impact children in challenging circumstances,” will
be distributing copies of Manal’s World to children in
refugee camps across the Middle East. Furthermore, Al-
Rumaihi will be joining the book’s illustrator Hajo in
Istanbul for a celebration at her bookstore, Pages, on April
23 and 24. The events will include two days of illustration
workshops and reading circles with young Syrian chil-
dren.


