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This essay reviews the landscape of diversity in children’s 
literature one year after NCTE’s Resolution on the Need 
for Diverse Children’s and Young Adult Books. 

Stories Still Matter: Rethinking the Role 
of Diverse Children’s Literature Today
Ebony Elizabeth Thomas

part by the lack of diversity in childhood and teen 
life depicted in children’s books and media. When 
children grow up without seeing diverse images in 
the mirrors, windows, and doors of children’s lit-
erature (Bishop, 1990), it limits them to single sto-
ries about the world around them (Adichie, 2009) 
and ultimately affects the development of their 
imaginations.

Conversations about diversity in children’s lit-
erature are not new. New York Times op- eds written 
by the late pioneering Black children’s author Wal-
ter Dean Myers and his son Christopher Myers in 
the spring of 2014 were among the latest develop-
ments in decades- long struggles over disparities in 
children’s publishing and media (C. Myers, 2014; 
W. D. Myers, 2014). Their powerful essays, “Where 
Are the People of Color in Children’s Books?” and 
“The Apartheid of Children’s Literature,” refer-
enced their work with children as well as their life-
long commitments as writers to represent diverse 
kids’ lives. Both authors cited statistics collected 
by the University of Wisconsin’s Cooperative Chil-
dren’s Book Center (CCBC), which has analyzed 
trends in children’s publishing on an annual basis 
for more than two decades. The CCBC has found 
that every year, over 85% of all children’s and 
young adult books published feature White char-
acters— a statistic that has barely moved since the 
1960s (CCBC, 2014, 2015).

After the Myers father- and- son editori-
als appeared, a number of the largest publishers 

In February 2015, NCTE members approved a 
Resolution on the Need for Diverse Children’s 
and Young Adult Books. The offi cial back-

ground statement about this resolution reads as 
follows:

In the world of literature for young people, the kinds of 
print and digital texts that are accessible to youth are de-
termined and authorized by infl uential individuals and 
professional organizations: editors/publishers, agents, 
authors/book creators, illustrators, distributors, book-
sellers, librarians, educators, parents, and the media. 
The absence of human, cultural, linguistic, and family 
diversity in children’s and young adult literature attests 
to the growing disparity and inequity in the publishing 
history in the United States. Stories matter. Lived expe-
riences across human cultures including realities about 
appearance, behavior, economic circumstance, gender, 
national origin, social class, spiritual belief, weight, 
life, and thought matter. (NCTE, 2015)

Although stories matter (Fox & Short, 2003), 
not all stories are equally present in today’s literary 
landscape. Over the past decade, much has been 
made of the persistence of racial and ethnic achieve-
ment gaps in literacy and educational attainment. 
These conversations have extended from classrooms 
and communities to the White House, prompting 
inquiry about other gaps, such as in empathy, oppor-
tunities, resources, and technology (Irvine, 2003; 
Ladson- Billings, 2006; Milner, 2013). Building on 
their work, I have begun to theorize a corresponding 
imagination gap in children’s literature and media 
(Thomas, 2014). This imagination gap is caused in 
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Forest, Garrison, & Kimmel, 2015; MacCann, 
2013; McGillis, 1999). Additionally, the Coopera-
tive Children’s Book Center’s annual reports show 
a troubling trend of books that feature diverse char-
acters but that are not written by authors from that 
background (CCBC, 2014, 2015), leading to ques-
tions about who has the right to tell diverse sto-
ries. Therefore, even within the sparse numbers of 
diverse texts that make it into print every year, dis-
parities remain.

In this article, I first examine the historical roots 
of the struggle for multicultural children’s litera-
ture, which was sparked through advocacy for more 
accurate and humanizing representations of chil-
dren of color. This struggle caught fire during the 
multicultural education movements of the 1970s 
and 1980s and has since folded into contempo-
rary conversations about diversity and equity in 
the teaching of language, literacy, and culture. The 
next section wrestles with the challenge of teaching 
children’s literature and diversifying the metaphors 
we read by. There, I describe a critical multicultural 
analysis lens proposed by Maria José Botelho and 
Masha Kabakow Rudman (2009). Finally, I  con-
clude by revisiting the recent NCTE resolution and 
providing suggestions for highlighting diverse liter-
ature in the classroom. 

Humanizing Children’s Literature: 
From Multiculturalism to Diversity 
and Beyond
Any consideration of the history of diversity in 
children’s literature must begin with centuries- old 
movements to shift the depictions of Black chil-
dren away from caricature and toward positive 
representation (Brooks & McNair, 2009; Harris, 

remained silent. In 2014, a bold new campaign and 
hashtag— #WeNeedDiverseBooks— was launched 
on social media through the efforts of authors Ellen 
Oh, Malinda Lo, and Aisha Saeed. These activ-
ists were responding to BookCon’s choice to fea-
ture only White male authors on their Blockbuster 
Reads children’s literature panel. Other prominent 
voices within the children’s publishing industry— 
including Jason Low, founder and CEO of the mul-
ticultural publisher Lee and Low Books; publisher 
and editorial director Stacy Whitman of the diverse 
science fiction and fantasy imprint Tu Books; and 
many other authors and advocates— helped to push 
social media conversations around diversifying 
children’s literature into the public discourse about 
diversity in media. These recent efforts are con-
nected to a protest tradition launched decades ago 
by children’s literature diversity pioneers such as 
Augusta Baker, Pura Belpré, Nancy Larrick, Jella 
Lepman, and Rudine Sims Bishop, as well as many 
other authors, librarians, educators, and community 
activists who work with some of our world’s most 
vulnerable young people.

Yet as author, creative writing professor, and 
activist Daniel José Older and others have pointed 
out during the heated discussions in the two years 
since the Myers editorials, calling for diversity is 
not enough: 

The question industry professionals need to ask them-
selves is: “How can I  use my position to help create 
a literary world that is diverse, equitable, and doesn’t 
just represent the same segment of society it always has 
since its inception? What concrete actions can I take to 
make actual change and move beyond the tired conver-
sation we’ve been having for decades? (Older, 2014)

The problem extends far beyond the mere lack 
of representation of characters of color in children’s 
publishing and media. Many diverse characters that 
actually do show up on the page, on a tablet, on a 
television or movie screen, or on the computer are 
often problematic, as recent controversies about 
picturebooks featuring smiling slaves demonstrate 
(Schoenberg, 2016).  Stereotyping, caricature, 
and marginalization of minoritized groups have 
been persistent problems in children’s literature 
throughout the field’s long history (Bradford, 2001; 

Stereotyping, caricature, and marginalization 
of minoritized groups have been persistent 

problems in children’s literature throughout the 
field’s long history.
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reparative, telling celebratory tales about the vic-
tories and the achievements of African Americans 
in spite of collective trauma and monumental odds, 
promoting a bourgeois ideology of racial uplift and 
encouraging young people to lead the race politi-
cally and socially toward American ideals of prog-
ress and individual achievement.

At the same time, there were notable parallel 
movements in other communities to represent the 
experiences and lives of children who were neither 
White nor Black. To provide two examples among 
many, Debbie Reese, founder of the American Indi-
ans in Children’s Literature blog, notes that Pequot 
author and activist William Apess wrote about prob-
lematic representations of Native Americans in the 
early 1800s (Reese, 2016). The work of Marilisa 
Jiménez- García and others highlights the efforts of 
the first NYPL librarian of Puerto Rican descent, 
Pura Belpré, whose career began in the 1920s and 
spanned both storytelling and authorship (Jiménez- 
García, 2014). The multicultural education and eth-
nic studies movements of the 1960s and 1970s also 
led to a push toward greater representation of racial 
diversity in children’s books (Banks & Banks, 2009; 
Enciso, 1997; Nieto, 2002; Sleeter & Grant, 1999). 
More recently, the need for children’s literature that 
is both critical and multicultural has been articulated 
by educators seeking what Chinua Achebe once 
called a “balance of stories” in classrooms, schools, 
and communities (Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Cai, 
2008; DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006). Within the 
past decade, websites like Latinos in Kidlit (https://
latinosinkidlit.com), the Brown Bookshelf (http://
thebrownbookshelf.com), and American Indians in 
Children’s Literature (http://americanindiansinchil-
drensliterature.blogspot.com) have become treasure 
troves for those seeking historic and contemporary 
perspectives on multicultural children’s books. 

The shift in terminology from multicultural to 
diverse children’s literature mirrors similar shifts 
in the larger educational world. Multicultural was 
initially intended as a term inclusive of cultures 
beyond race and ethnicity, but it did not sufficiently 
address our growing awareness of differences 
in gender, sexual orientation, religion, immigra-
tion status, cultural and linguistic differences, and 

2003). Although it is often noted that Nancy Lar-
rick’s landmark 1965 Saturday Review article “The 
All- White World of Children’s Books” was the 
first major examination of the depiction of race in 
children’s literature (Forest, Garrison, & Kimmel, 
2015; Pescosolido, Grauerholz, & Milkie, 1997), 
this vital work of humanizing children who are not 
in literature goes back much further (Bishop, 2007; 
Sims, 1982). African American parents, educators, 
and clergy were noting and writing about prob-
lematic representations of Black people in chil-
dren’s books as early as the mid- nineteenth century 
(Bishop, 2007; Connolly, 2013; Martin, 2004). To 
address the pervasive erasure and caricaturization 
of Black children, church publications such as the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church’s Christian 
Recorder and The Repository contained material 
for children and youth, offering counter- narratives 
based on community strength. These early publi-
cations were often didactic and evangelical in tone, 
intended to convey Victorian era morals to their 
young audience. With the first breath of the Harlem 
Renaissance came the NAACP’s Brownies Book, 
where luminaries such as Langston Hughes were 
first published. Hughes, along with contemporaries 
Arna Bontemps and Countee Cullen, were among 
the first to produce children’s literature and poetry 
specifically featuring Black children. 

Meanwhile, Charlamae Hill Rollins at the Chi-
cago Public Library (starting in 1927) and Augusta 
Braxton Baker at the New York Public Library 
(starting in 1937) did much to influence the devel-
opment of the field (Yokota, 1993), as did the rise 
of Dr. Carter G. Woodson’s Negro History Week, 
which later evolved into Black History Month. 
During and after the Harlem Renaissance, writ-
ers began to position African Americans as active 
agents fighting for their own physical, social, and 
economic liberation from stifling oppression. Kath-
arine Capshaw observed that “the major writers of 
the time were deeply invested in the enterprise of 
building a Black national identity through literary 
constructions of childhood” (K. C. Smith, 2006, 
p. xiii). Thus, much of the impetus of mid- century 
African American children’s literature during 
the civil rights era and Black Arts Movement was 
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disabilities. As these other intersectional factors 
became more essential, the term diverse emerged 
as a way to include a broader range of identity in 
literature. This shift in terminology is notable, but 
it, too, fails in our purportedly post- racial era to 
challenge White privilege and structures of race and 
power (Older, 2014). 

Beyond diversity, decolonization is an oft- cited 
goal for attaining equity in education. In Roderick 
McGillis’s influential edited volume Voices of the 
Other: Children’s Literature in the Postcolonial 
Context (1999), Canadian literary critic Shaobo Xie 
advocated powerfully for decolonizing children’s 
literature. Xie argued that the rise of children’s 
literature during the Victorian era served to make 
young people into proper subjects who knew their 
place, much like Said’s (1993) argument that the 
rise of the novel was tied to imperialism. Keeping in 
mind that “decolonization is not a metaphor” (Tuck 
& Yang, 2012), Xie’s words are nonetheless quite 
persuasive for those who strive for educational and 
societal equality; they have served as my personal 
mission statement since I first read them as a fifth- 
grade teacher 16 years ago:

To most Westerners, “the source of the world’s signif-
icant action and life is in the West,” and “the outlying 
regions of the world have no life, history, or culture to 
speak of, no independence or integrity worth represent-
ing without the West” (Said, p. xix). . . . If children’s 
literature and the criticism of children’s literature take 
upon themselves to decolonize the world, they will prove 
the most effective postcolonial project in the long run, 
for the world always ultimately belongs to children. If 
today’s children grow up with postcolonial education, 
and if they are encouraged to understand and appreciate 
racial/ethnic difference, that would tremendously expe-
dite the progress towards a globalized postcoloniality. 
(Xie, 1999, p. 13, emphasis mine)

Since troubling discourses of colonialism 
and supremacy are transmitted via childhood sto-
ries, it is absolutely critical that these functions of 
children’s literature are revealed, historicized, and 
interrogated. After all, in her influential TED talk, 
“The Danger of a Single Story,” award- winning 
author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie reminds us 
“how impressionable and vulnerable we are in the 
face of a story, particularly as children” (Adichie, 

2009). In light of responses to recent human rights 
conflicts in the United States and around the world, 
from Black Lives Matter to the current Syrian ref-
ugee crisis, it is clear that, as Xie notes, children 
are “most violently subjected to colonialist ideas 
of racial- ethnic Otherness at the most formative 
years of their life” (Xie, 1999, p. 13). In contrast, if 
today’s children grow up with literature that is mul-
ticultural, diverse, and decolonized, we can begin 
the work of healing our nation and world through 
humanizing stories.

Diversifying the Metaphors 
We Read By
Given the long history of diverse children’s liter-
ature and the need to incorporate multicultural, 
diverse, and decolonial books for children into our 
English language arts curriculum, where should 
we begin? What should we make of the project of 
diversity in children’s literature when each gener-
ation of children is still raised within the (mostly) 
White world of children’s literature, and diverse 
texts are most often relegated to the celebration 
of ethnic histories? Botelho and Rudman’s Criti-
cal Multicultural Analysis of Children’s Literature 
(2009) begins with a chapter that inspires conver-
sation. The chapter’s title, “Metaphors We Read 
By,” was itself inspired by another book, Metaphors 
We Live By (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). As Botelho 
and Rudman note, “Critical multicultural analysis 
focuses on the reader as the midwife of meaning. 
The theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, 
subjectivity, and power lead the reader to locating 
how the power relations of class, race, and gender 
are exercised in text” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, 
p.  4). Understanding how readers make sense of 

If today’s children grow up with literature that is 
multicultural, diverse, and decolonized, we can 
begin the work of healing our nation and world 

through humanizing stories.
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people how to embrace the stories of others, humaniz-
ing themselves and each other (Paris & Winn, 2013). 
Because there is a “strong connection between the 
books we choose to read and critical literacy” (Leland, 
Lewison, & Harste, 2012), the way that teachers select 
and choose texts matters, for this “underpins our goals 
of growing literate beings who are competent and 
confident readers and writers, who think critically, 
and who have a commitment to making the world an 
equitable place for all” (p. 60). Further, diversifying 
our lenses for text selection matters because children’s 
literature can “enable children to see representations 
of social cooperation and the interconnectedness of 
humanity while also fostering critical discernment 
and empathetic sensibilities about the ways in which 
difference is often produced by inequality” (Ghiso, 
Campano, & Hall, 2012, p. 21). 

Diversifying the metaphors that we read by will 
not be easy. But the work of making new worlds 
always begins in the imagination. 

Future Considerations: 
Implications and Recommendations
Returning to the Resolution on the Need for Diverse 
Children’s and Young Adult Books, we, as mem-
bers of the National Council of Teachers of English, 
have been called to:

	 •	 advocate	for	more	children’s	and	young	
adult books from publishers and booksellers 
that reflect the culturally diverse lives and 
experiences present in the United States, and

	 •	 highlight	and	support	authors,	illustrators,	
publishers, and booksellers whose work 
represents multiple perspectives and cultural 
diversity in the lives of all children. (NCTE, 
2015)

As advocates for excellent children’s litera-
ture, distinctions must be made among the various 
functions of children’s literature and the multiple 
hats that children’s literature “people” wear within 
our schools, libraries, families, neighborhoods, and 
communities. We share great books with our stu-
dents and their families, but many of us also work 
in libraries and community centers, participate in 

diversity, difference, and power is a key function of 
teaching children’s literature today.

What are the metaphors we read by? This is a 
question I pose each fall to myself and my children’s 
literature students, many of whom will be the lan-
guage arts educators of the future. This invitation 
prompts us to think about not only what we read and 
why we are reading it, but also about what happens 
during the reading process itself. In the first chap-
ter, my students encounter critical questions that we 
spend the balance of the semester thinking about. 
These questions expose some of these previously hid-
den “metaphors we’ve been reading by” all our lives.

	 •	 What	(or	whose)	view	of	the	world,	or	kinds	of	
behaviors are presented as normal by the text?

	 •	 Why	is	the	text	written	that	way?	How	else	
could it have been written?

	 •	 What	assumptions	does	the	text	make	about	
age, gender, [class], and culture (including the 
age, gender, and culture of its readers)

	 •	 Who	is	silenced	(and	heard)	here?

	 •	 Whose	interests	might	best	be	served	by	this	
text?

	 •	 What	ideological	positions	can	you	identify?

	 •	 What	are	the	possible	readings	of	this	
situation/event/character? How did you get to 
that reading?

	 •	 What	moral	or	political	position	does	a	reading	
support? How do particular cultural and social 
contexts make particular readings available 
(e.g., who could you not say that to)? How 
might it be challenged? (Botelho & Rudman, 
2009, p. 4)

Teaching children’s literature in ways that are 
critical and multicultural demonstrates to young 

Diversifying the metaphors that we read by will 
not be easy. But the work of making new worlds 

always begins in the imagination. 

RESEARCH & POLICY |   Stories Still Matter

Nov_2016_LA.indd   116 10/13/16   7:39 PM



page

117

Language Arts, Volume 94, Number 2, November 2016

charitable book drives, and purchase and share 
books with the children in our own families. There 
is also an active children’s literature community 
online that can be found on blogs, listservs, and 
social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter. In 
worlds tangible and virtual, those of us who teach 
literacy and language arts share books that we love, 
that touch us now, or that touched us as children. 
The charge from the National Council of Teachers 
of English mandates that our organization’s mem-
bership continue to expand our scope when it comes 
to selecting texts for young people, ensuring that the 
books we select, evaluate, and share include diverse 
lives and perspectives— books that are affirming, 
books that help us question, and books that evoke 
discomfort and self- reflexivity.

The content of diverse children’s literature must 
also be critically considered. As vigorous recent 
conversations from Twitter to blogs, and from The 
Horn Book to the School Library Journal demon-
strate, the pernicious legacies of previous eras are 
still with us in children’s books published today. It 
is our responsibility as educators to have conver-
sations with each other about such texts before we 
place them into children’s hands. While the NCTE 
Resolution on the Students’ Right to Read (NCTE, 
1961) is one of our Council’s most cherished trusts, 
challenging problematic texts is by no means cen-
sorship. Raising questions about books that erase, 
caricaturize, marginalize, or present diverse chil-
dren and families as less than fully human is a 
critical part of our charge as educators. As Latrise 
Johnson notes, “Students don’t just need diverse 
literature because it’s diverse. They need literature 
that inspires and awakens their potential to be the 
narrators of their own existence and to imagine a 
more just world” (Johnson, 2016).

Given our role and responsibility to select and 
evaluate children’s literature for our students, what, 
then, should be said about troubling depictions of 
children of color and other minoritized children in 
children’s literature? Why is it important that students 
have access to diverse representation that is also accu-
rate? In response to the notion that children and teens 
do not necessarily need to see their lives, schools, 
and communities portrayed accurately and humanely 

inside of books in order to learn, prominent children’s 
literature scholar Rudine Sims Bishop noted:

It is true, of course, that good literature reaches across 
cultural and ethnic borders to touch us all as humans. . . .  
however, for those children who historically had been 
ignored— or worse, ridiculed— in children’s books, see-
ing themselves portrayed visually and textually as real-
istically human was essential to letting them know that 
they are valued in the social context in which they are 
growing up.  . . . My assessment was that historically, 
children from parallel cultures had been offered mainly 
books as windows into lives that were different from their 
own, and children from the dominant culture had been 
offered mainly fiction that mirrored their own lives. All 
children need both. (Bishop, 2012, p. 9, emphasis mine)

Given the need of all children for the mirrors, 
windows, and doors that children’s literature can 
provide, here are just a few recommendations for 
diversifying our classroom bookshelves:

	 •	 Conduct	your	own	CCBC-	style	analysis	of	
your classroom library by taking inventory 
of the books on your shelves. (Recall that 
the University of Wisconsin’s Cooperative 
Children’s Book Center has compiled statistics 
on the percentage of multicultural children’s 
literature over the past two decades.) How 
many books feature diverse children? How 
many were written by diverse authors?

	 •	 Learn	more	about	diverse	children’s	authors	and	
their books online. There are many websites, 
including those mentioned throughout the article, 
that regularly feature diversities of all kinds.

	 •	 Resolve	to	read	and	share	at	least	one	diverse	
book per month with the children in your 
life. This can be students, families, friends, 
neighbors, or community members. 

	 •	 Every	year,	invite	a	diverse	children’s	author	
to speak at your school. Think outside the 
box— while there are many famous authors of 
multicultural books, many communities also 
have local authors writing stories for children.

	 •	 Ensure	that	your	summer	reading	lists	include	
an array of diverse books and authors.

	 •	 Build	your	lesson	plans	around	diverse	books,	
so that it is part of everyday literacy instruction 
and assessment.
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literature (pp. 116– 134). Urbana, IL: National Council 
of Teachers of English.

Irvine, J. J. (2003). Educating teachers for diversity: Seeing 
with a cultural eye (Vol. 15). New York, NY: Teachers 
College Press.

Jiménez- García, M. (2014). Pura Belpré lights the 
storyteller’s candle: Reframing the legacy of a legend 
and what it means for the fields of Latino/a studies and 
children’s literature. Centro Journal, 26, 110– 147. 

Johnson, L. (2016). Students don’t need diverse literature 
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blog of the National Council of Teachers of English. 
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Ladson- Billings, G. (2006). From the achievement gap to 
the education debt: Understanding achievement in US 
schools. Educational Researcher, 35(7), 3– 12.

As teachers of language and literacy, we know 
that part of our professional responsibility is to 
select, evaluate, and choose literature for our class-
rooms, even during this era of standardization and 
reform. While parents and librarians may select a 
broad range of stories for their families and com-
munities, within the context of schools facing dwin-
dling budgets and constrained choices, it is import-
ant that educators’ book choices reflect the needs, 
concerns, and everyday lives of children. When 
we face challenges to diverse book selections, our 
response can rightly be that we wish for every child 
to feel, as Walter Dean Myers once said, “as if they 
are part of America’s dream, that all the rhetoric 
is meant for them, and that they are wanted in this 
country” (W. D. Myers, 2014). Ultimately, this is 
why stories still matter, and always will.
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