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Mirrors for My Daughter’s Bookshelf 
Sara Ackerman 

 
New York Times, February 3, 2017 

 
 
 
While fixing my 4-year-old daughter’s bookshelf, I noticed something missing on the glossy covers of her 
picture books: girls of color. There were talking cars, imaginary creatures and stories about white men, 
women and children. I started counting and discovered that only 4 percent of our books featured 
minorities as main characters, and only one was a black girl like my daughter. 
 
I needed to do more than fix the bookshelf; I needed to remedy the contents. 
 
It wasn’t that my daughter never heard stories featuring characters that look like her. I’m a kindergarten 
teacher, and I often borrow books with diverse characters from both the school and local libraries. But 
once I noticed the imbalance in our personal collection, I felt the books we actually owned should reflect 
her. The lack of representation should have been obvious much sooner, but I realized that as a white 



mother, white privilege afforded me a certain level of oblivion to the racial makeup of our book characters. 
Part of adopting transracially is learning what to pay attention to. As soon as I was aware of what was 
missing, I committed myself to filling our bookshelves with stories about smart, talented, strong black 
females. 
 
In the mid 1960s, the children’s book editor Nancy Larrick found that the publishing houses putting out 
the most children’s books containing black characters still featured them less than 5 percent of the time 
(and not necessarily main characters or positive images). Ms. Larrick was among the first in children’s 
publishing to say that it was a problem for black children to learn about their world through books that do 
not represent them. 
 
The diversity gap in children’s publishing persists today. Of children’s books published from 1994 to 2014, 
an average of 10 percent featured multicultural content, though that may be slowly increasing: The 2014 
rate reached 14 percent. The campaign We Need Diverse Books was established in 2014 to advocate for 
more diverse representation in children’s literature. And in 2015, at age 11, Marley Dias started the Twitter 
hashtag #1000blackgirlbooks. Frustrated by the homogeneity of stories she read in class, Marley collected 
books featuring black girls to benefit underprivileged students. 
 
The education professor Rudine Sims Bishop uses the metaphor of windows, sliding glass doors and 
mirrors to illustrate why diverse literature is so important. Books can be windows into worlds previously 
unknown to the reader; they open like sliding glass doors to allow the reader inside. But books can also be 
mirrors. When books reflect back to us our own experiences, when scenes and sentences strike us as so 
true they are anchors mooring us to the text, it tells readers their lives and experiences are valued. When 
children do not see themselves in books, the message is just as clear. 
 
Of course, my daughter relates to characters for many reasons that have nothing to do with race. She 
identifies with Sal’s insatiable hunger for blueberries and Harold’s love of his purple crayon. Enamored by 
wild things at wild rumpuses, she dressed as Max for Halloween. In Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional 
theory of reading, individuals bring their own experiences to a text to understand and draw meaning from 
it. There are multiple ways to identify with a text and racially is only one. But if a child’s race or ethnicity is 
underrepresented in books, it says something about how those pieces of their identities are valued. 
 
My daughter notices mirrors, not just in books, but all around her. Watching the ballerina Michaela 
DePrince, who lived through the civil war in Sierra Leone, perform in “The Nutcracker,” she exclaimed 
over the hushed audience, “I like the brown girl!” She notices equally when groups are underrepresented in 
certain roles. I once asked her to give her train ticket to the conductor and she replied, “That’s not a 
conductor, that’s a lady!” It was her first time seeing a female conductor.  
 
For our updated bookshelves, I envisioned black female characters in many different roles. I wanted fairy 
tales and nursery rhymes; books about discrimination, civil rights, and social justice; fiction set in rural and 
urban places, in the United States and overseas; biographies of black female role models, and stories of 
black girls doing everyday things. I would need to shop. 
 
But on a trip to a bookstore in New Jersey, where I lived at the time, not one picture book on display 
featured a female of color. Outward facing covers showed many white children, animals and personified 
objects, a handful of diverse boys, but no black girls. I thumbed through the shelves, pulling out spines 
one by one without luck. 
 
“I’m looking for picture books featuring African or African-American females,” I told a saleswoman.  She 
didn’t know any titles offhand and said, “You can’t look up topics like that,” when I asked her to search 



her computer. 
 
I looked up names online of diverse characters, authors and illustrators I knew as a teacher. I read reviews. 
I jotted down names of famous black women and searched for children’s literature featuring them. I 
checked winners of the Coretta Scott King Book Awards and those from the foundation started by Ezra 
Jack Keats, who is credited with breaking ground in 1962 with one of the first multicultural picture books, 
“The Snowy Day.” 
 
The effects of incorporating these books into our collection were immediate. When my daughter saw a 
spaceship in an ad she said, “Oh! Mae did that,” referencing Mae Jemison, the first African-American 
woman to travel in space. 
 
She told me that she was like Wangari Maathai, the Nobel Peace Prize winner, because, “When the trees 
were broken she planted new ones, and I love trees.” 
 
My daughter befriended new characters. Jamaica from suburban America. Jamela from urban South Africa. 
Elizabeti in rural Tanzania. She loves their relatable problems: hurt feelings, accidental messes, losing a 
beloved doll. 
 
I had set out to simply reattach the loose brackets of my daughter’s bookshelf. But I ended up installing 
mirrors, a much more needed repair.  
  



As Demographics Shift, Kids' Books Stay Stubbornly White 
Elizabeth Blair 

 
NPR, June 25, 2013 

 

 
 

At a San Jose, Calif. library, a young reader browses a shelf of books featuring a variety of 
main characters: ducks, hens, white kids, black kids. Libraries help drive demand for 

children's books with nonwhite characters, but book publishers say there aren't enough 
libraries to make those books best-sellers. 

 
When it comes to diversity, children's books are sorely lacking; instead of presenting a representative range 
of faces, they're overwhelmingly white. How bad is the disconnect? A report by the Cooperative Children's 
Book Center at the University of Wisconsin-Madison found that only 3 percent of children's books are by 
or about Latinos — even though nearly a quarter of all public school children today are Latino. 
 
When kids are presented with bookshelves that unbalanced, parents can have a powerful influence. Take 
8-year-old Havana Machado, who likes Dr. Seuss and Diary of a Wimpy Kid. At her mothers' insistence, 
Havana also has lots of books featuring strong Latinas, like Josefina and Marisol from the American Girl 
Doll books. She says she likes these characters because, with their long, dark hair and olive skin, they look 
a lot like her. 
 
Havana's mother, Melinda Machado, grew up in San Antonio, and her family is from Cuba and Mexico. 
She says she didn't see Latino characters in books when she was a little girl, so she makes sure her 
daughter does. 
 
"But you do have to look," she explains. "I think children today are told, 'You can be anything.' But if they 
don't see themselves in the story, I think, as they get older, they're going to question, 'Can I really?' " 
 
Only a small fraction of children's books have main characters that are Latino or Native American or black 
or Asian. And it's been that way for a very long time. In 1965, The Saturday Review ran an article with the 
headline "The All-White World of Children's Books" — and the topic is still talked about today, nearly 50 
years later. 
 
Do White-centric Books Sell Better? 



 
So why is diversity in children's books such a persistent issue? One theory 
is that it's all about money. "I think there is a lot of concern and fear that 
multicultural literature is not going to sell enough to sustain a company," 
says Megan Schliesman, a librarian with the Cooperative Children's Book 
Center. 
 
 
 
Bad News For Outlaws tells the true story of Bass Reeves, an African-
American U.S. marshal in the Old West — shown here disguised as a 
farmer. The book won a Coretta Scott King award and became one of 

Lerner Books' best-selling titles. 
 
 
But Schliesman says that belief is a myth — after all, some companies publish multicultural children's 
books and are profitable. For instance, Lerner Books published the nonfiction picture book Bad News for 
Outlaws: The Remarkable Life of Bass Reeves, Deputy U.S. Marshal. The book, which told the story of a 
black lawman in the Old West, won awards, got attention from libraries and independent bookstores and 
became a best-seller for the company. 
 
"There is an enormous amount of demand for this kind of content from libraries," says Andrew Karre, an 
editor with Lerner Books. According to Karre, public and school librarians try very hard to put books with 
a wide range of characters on their shelves. 
But while librarians are influential, they can't make a book sell. "There are something like 6,000 public 
libraries in the country," Karre says, "And even if they buy five copies of the book for their collection ... 
that's not going to crack those best-seller lists of any kind, really." 
 
Why Diverse Book Options Matter 
 
Vaunda Micheaux Nelson wrote Bad News For Outlaws, as well as several other books about African-
Americans. She is also a librarian at the public library in Rio Rancho, N.M. She says that young people 
need to see themselves represented on the page so that they will continue reading. 
 
"If they don't see that then perhaps they lose interest," Nelson says. "They don't think there's anything in 
books about them or for them." 
 
Nelson adds that it is also important for white children to see characters of different races.  
 
"Not only do they learn to appreciate the differences," she explains, "but I think they learn to see the 
sameness, and so those other cultures are less seen as 'others.' " 
 
Nelson says she understands that publishers are going to respond to what the market demands. Right now, 
the vast majority of best-selling children's books are by and about white people. But as the U.S. population 
changes, Melinda Machado thinks the books American children read will change, too. 
 
"I think eventually the demographics and the economic power will catch up," Machado says. "Will it catch 
up, you know, while my daughter's still a child? Probably not." 
 



Publishers might want to catch up a lot sooner, though. According to new data from the Census Bureau, 
nearly half of today's children under 5 years old are non-white. 

Where Are the People of Color in Children’s Books? 

By WALTER DEAN MYERS 
New York Times, MARCH 15, 2014 

 
Image: Christopher Myers 
Of 3,200 children’s books published in 2013, just 93 were about black people, according to a study by the 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin. 

 
Reading came early to me, but I didn’t think of the words as anything special. I don’t think my stepmom 
thought of what she was doing as more than spending time with me in our small Harlem apartment. From 
my comfortable perch on her lap I watched as she moved her finger slowly across the page. She probably 
read at about the third grade level, but that was good enough for the True Romance magazines she read. I 
didn’t understand what the stories were about, what “bosom” meant or how someone’s heart could be 



“broken.” To me it was just the comfort of leaning against Mama and imagining the characters and what 
they were doing.  
Later, when my sisters brought home comic books, I got Mama to read them to me, too. The magazines 
and comics pushed me along the road of the imaginative process. When I got my first books — “The 
Little Engine That Could,” “Bible Stories for Every Day,” and “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” — I 
used them on the same journeys. In the landscape of my mind I labored as hard as I could to get up the 
hill. I stood on the plain next to David as he fought Goliath, and tasted the porridge with Goldilocks. 
 
As a teenager I romped the forests with Robin Hood, and trembled to the sound of gunfire with Henry in 
“The Red Badge of Courage.” Later, when Mama’s problems began to overwhelm her, I wrestled with the 
demons of dealing with one’s mother with Stephen Dedalus in “A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.” 
But by then I was beginning the quest for my own identity. To an extent I found who I was in the books I 
read. I was a person who felt the drama of great pain and greater joys, whose emotions could soar within 
the five-act structure of a Shakespearean play, or find quiet comfort in the poems of Gabriela Mistral.  
 
Every book was a landscape upon which I was free to wander. 
 
In the dark times, when my uncle was murdered, when my family became dysfunctional with alcohol and 
grief, or when I realized that our economics would not allow me to go to college, I began to despair. I read 
voraciously, spending days in Central Park reading when I should have been going to school. 
 
But there was something missing. I needed more than the characters in the Bible to identify with, or even 
the characters in Arthur Miller’s plays or my beloved Balzac. As I discovered who I was, a black teenager 
in a white-dominated world, I saw that these characters, these lives, were not mine. I didn’t want to 
become the “black” representative, or some shining example of diversity. What I wanted, needed really, 
was to become an integral and valued part of the mosaic that I saw around me. 
 
Books did not become my enemies. They were more like friends with whom I no longer felt comfortable. 
I stopped reading. I stopped going to school. On my 17th birthday, I joined the Army. In retrospect I see 
that I had lost the potential person I would become — an odd idea that I could not have articulated at the 
time, but that seems so clear today. 
 
My post-Army days became dreadful, a drunken stumble through life, with me holding on just enough to 
survive. Fueled by the shortest and most meaningful conversation I had ever had in a school hallway, with 
the one English teacher in my high school, Stuyvesant, who knew I was going to drop out, I began to write 
short columns for a local tabloid, and racy stories for men’s magazines. Seeing my name in print helped. A 
little. 
 
Then I read a story by James Baldwin: “Sonny’s Blues.” I didn’t love the story, but I was lifted by it, for it 
took place in Harlem, and it was a story concerned with black people like those I knew. By humanizing the 
people who were like me, Baldwin’s story also humanized me. The story gave me a permission that I didn’t 
know I needed, the permission to write about my own landscape, my own map. 
 
During my only meeting with Baldwin, at City College, I blurted out to him what his story had done for 
me. “I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “I had to leave Harlem and the United States to search for 
who I was. Isn’t that a shame?” 
 
When I left Baldwin that day I felt elated that I had met a writer I had so admired, and that we had had a 
shared experience. But later I realized how much more meaningful it would have been to have known 



Baldwin’s story at 15, or at 14. Perhaps even younger, before I had started my subconscious quest for 
identity. 
 
TODAY I am a writer, but I also see myself as something of a landscape artist. I paint pictures of scenes 
for inner-city youth that are familiar, and I people the scenes with brothers and aunts and friends they all 
have met. Thousands of young people have come to me saying that they love my books for some reason 
or the other, but I strongly suspect that what they have found in my pages is the same thing I found in 
“Sonny’s Blues.” They have been struck by the recognition of themselves in the story, a validation of their 
existence as human beings, an acknowledgment of their value by someone who understands who they are. 
It is the shock of recognition at its highest level. 
 
I’ve reached an age at which I find myself not only examining and weighing my life’s work, but thinking 
about how I will pass the baton so that those things I find important will continue. In 1969, when I first 
entered the world of writing children’s literature, the field was nearly empty. Children of color were not 
represented, nor were children from the lower economic classes. Today, when about 40 percent of public 
school students nationwide are black and Latino, the disparity of representation is even more egregious. In 
the middle of the night I ask myself if anyone really cares. 
 
When I was doing research for my book “Monster,” I approached a white lawyer doing pro bono work in 
the courts defending poor clients. I said that it must be difficult to get witnesses to court to testify on 
behalf of an inner-city client, and he replied that getting witnesses was not as difficult as it sometimes 
appeared on television. “The trouble,” he said, “is to humanize my clients in the eyes of a jury. To make 
them think of this defendant as a human being and not just one of ‘them.’ ” 
 
I realized that this was exactly what I wanted to do when I wrote about poor inner-city children — to 
make them human in the eyes of readers and, especially, in their own eyes. I need to make them feel 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. 
 
Years ago, I worked in the personnel office for a transformer firm. We needed to hire a chemist, and two 
candidates stood out, in my mind, for the position. One was a young white man with a degree from St. 
John’s University and the other an equally qualified black man from Grambling College (now Grambling 
State University) in Louisiana. I proposed to the department head that we send them both to the lab and 
let the chief chemist make the final decision. He looked at me as if I had said something so remarkable 
that he was having a hard time understanding me. “You’re kidding me,” he said. “That black guy’s no 
chemist.” 
 
I pointed out the degrees on the résumé that suggested otherwise, and the tension between us soared. 
When I confronted my superior and demanded to know what about the candidate from Grambling made 
him not a chemist, he grumbled something under his breath, and reluctantly sent both candidates for an 
interview with the chief chemist. 
 
Simple racism, I thought. On reflection, though, I understood that I was wrong. It was racism, but not 
simple racism. My white co-worker had simply never encountered a black chemist before. Or a black 
engineer. Or a black doctor. I realized that we hired people not so much on their résumés, but rather on 
our preconceived notions of what the successful candidate should be like. And where was my boss going 
to get the notion that a chemist should be black? 
 
Books transmit values. They explore our common humanity. What is the message when some children are 
not represented in those books? Where are the future white personnel managers going to get their ideas of 



people of color? Where are the future white loan officers and future white politicians going to get their 
knowledge of people of color? Where are black children going to get a sense of who they are and what 
they can be? 
And what are the books that are being published about blacks? Joe Morton, the actor who starred in “The 
Brother From Another Planet,” has said that all but a few motion pictures being made about blacks are 
about blacks as victims. In them, we are always struggling to overcome either slavery or racism. Book 
publishing is little better. Black history is usually depicted as folklore about slavery, and then a fast-forward 
to the civil rights movement. Then I’m told that black children, and boys in particular, don’t read. Small 
wonder. 
 
There is work to be done. 
 
Walter Dean Myers is an author of books for children and young adults including “Monster,” and the 
previous Library of Congress National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature. 
  



The Apartheid of Children’s Literature 

By CHRISTOPHER MYERS 
New York Times, MARCH 15, 2014 

 
Image Christopher Myers  

Of 3,200 children’s books published in 2013, just 93 were about black people, according to a study by the 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin. 

 
I’M talking with a boy. He’s at that age when the edges of the man he will become are just starting to press 
against his baby-round face. He’s got his first opinions and ideas and jokes, which are horrible, because 



there is nothing that boys his age love more than corny jokes. There is a whole industry of knock-knock-
joke books for boys this age. Everything about him is gangly; his voice and his limbs fit awkwardly, like 
hand-me-downs. He’s young enough that his smile is easy, and he is the kind of boy who finds reasons to 
smile in everything: the cracking of his voice, a fire-engine siren, the fact that a grown-up is talking to him 
and listening to what he says. When I talk with kids like this, our conversations always seem to go the same 
way: 
 
“So you’re telling me these are all the books published last year for kids?” they ask me. “That’s a lot of 
books. That’s more books than I could read in a year.” 
 
“Yep, it’s a few thousand.” 
 
“And in all of those thousands of books, I’m just not in them?” 
 
“Well...um...yes.” 
 
“Are there books about talking animals?” 
 
“Oh, sure.” 
 
“And crazy magical futures?” 
 
“Absolutely.” 
 
“And superpowers? And the olden days when people dressed funny? And all the combinations of those 
things? Like talking animals with superpowers in magical futures ... but no me?” 
 
“No you.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Because you’re brown.” 
 
I would like to have a proper enemy in this story — preferably a snide villain with a cape and a British 
accent and a posh cat or a ferret. With my unique history — two generations in the business of caring for 
kids with words and pictures — I would be the James Bond/Black Dynamite of children’s literature and 
foil this nefarious conspiracy. But, unfortunately, this story is more truth than fiction, and the villain here 
is elusive. 
 
The mission statements of major publishers are littered with intentions, with their commitments to 
diversity, to imagination, to multiculturalism, ostensibly to create opportunities for children to learn about 
and understand their importance in their respective worlds. During my years of making children’s books, 
I’ve heard editors and publishers bemoan the dismal statistics, and promote this or that program that 
demonstrates their company’s “commitment to diversity.” With so much reassurance, it is hard to point 
fingers, but there are numbers and truths that stand in stark contrast to the reassurances. The business of 
children’s literature enjoys ever more success, sparking multiple movie franchises and crossover 
readership, even as representations of young people of color are harder and harder to find. 
 



This apartheid of literature — in which characters of color are limited to the townships of occasional 
historical books that concern themselves with the legacies of civil rights and slavery but are never given a 
pass card to traverse the lands of adventure, curiosity, imagination or personal growth — has two effects. 
 
One is a gap in the much-written-about sense of self-love that comes from recognizing oneself in a text, 
from the understanding that your life and lives of people like you are worthy of being told, thought about, 
discussed and even celebrated. Academics and educators talk about self-esteem and self-worth when they 
think of books in this way, as mirrors that affirm readers’ own identities. I believe that this is important, 
but I wonder if this idea is too adult and self-concerned, imagining young readers as legions of wicked 
queens asking magic mirrors to affirm that they are indeed “the fairest of them all.” 
 
The children I know, the ones I meet in school visits, in juvenile detention facilities like the Cheltenham 
Youth Facility in Maryland, in ritzy private schools in Connecticut, in cobbled-together learning centers 
like the Red Rose School in Kibera, Nairobi — these children are much more outward looking. They see 
books less as mirrors and more as maps. They are indeed searching for their place in the world, but they 
are also deciding where they want to go. They create, through the stories they’re given, an atlas of their 
world, of their relationships to others, of their possible destinations. 
 
We adults — parents, authors, illustrators and publishers — give them in each book a world of supposedly 
boundless imagination that can delineate the most ornate geographies, and yet too often today’s books 
remain blind to the everyday reality of thousands of children. Children of color remain outside the 
boundaries of imagination. The cartography we create with this literature is flawed. 
 
Perhaps this exclusivity, in which children of color are at best background characters, and more often than 
not absent, is in fact part of the imaginative aspect of these books. But what it means is that when kids 
today face the realities of our world, our global economies, our integrations and overlappings, they all do 
so without a proper map. They are navigating the streets and avenues of their lives with an inadequate, 
outdated chart, and we wonder why they feel lost. They are threatened by difference, and desperately try to 
wish the world into some more familiar form. As for children of color, they recognize the boundaries 
being imposed upon their imaginations, and are certain to imagine themselves well within the borders they 
are offered, to color themselves inside the lines. 
 
AT a public school in Southeast Washington, D.C., I ask a fifth grader what he wants to do with his life, 
what the map is that he has drawn for himself. He is talkative and smart, and his high-top fade adds a few 
extra inches to his height, so that he is almost as tall as his classmates, and far more stylish. He tells me 
that he will join the N.B.A., and use that money to buy a recording studio and record his first rap album. 
Looking at him, I think that these are not necessarily his dreams; they are just the dreams that have been 
offered him, the places he can go in the narrow geography that has been delineated for him, strung along 
in a surreal and improbable sequence. 
 
As much as I hope that I’m wrong, that in several years the Brooklyn Nets sign a 5-foot-8 point guard with 
amazing flow, who raps and hoops in the same arenas, I think it’s necessary to provide for boys and girls 
like him a more expansive landscape upon which to dream. 
 
“Who would stand in the way of such a thing?” I’ve asked this question of industry folks, of booksellers, 
of my father, who’s been fighting this battle since before I picked up my first words. The closest I can get 
to the orchestrator of the plot — my villain with his ferret — is The Market. Which I think is what they all 
point to because The Market is so comfortably intangible that no one is worried I will go knocking down 
any doors. The Market, I am told, just doesn’t demand this kind of book, doesn’t want book covers to 
look this or that way, and so the representative from (insert major bookselling company here) has asked 



that we have only text on the book cover because white kids won’t buy a book with a black kid on the 
cover — or so The Market says, despite millions of music albums that are sold in just that way. 
 
I remember my first encounter with The Market when I was a kid. My father once wrote a story about Dr. 
Cosmos, a talking chimpanzee who wore a sequined turban, and some kids from Harlem who were 
matching pets to people by their astrological signs. I remember Pop coming home disappointed after he 
was told that the story would not be published, because astrology, the occult, witchcraft and the like would 
not sell — or so The Market had dictated. You could draw a map of the places around the country where 
they said such a book would languish on the shelves and even incur protests and boycotts. 
 
This injunction against the occult in children’s literature was presented as an unwritten rule for quite some 
time. That is, until a number of years later, when a certain wizard came along, and vampires, witches, 
werewolves and Greek gods, and all manner of magical beings soon followed. Perhaps the wizard and all 
his supernatural kin were able to elude the dictates of The Market because they had magic wands and 
powers. Or perhaps the imagination of publishers, parents, teachers, editors, librarians and book buyers, 
these people who care so much for children and literature and believe in good stories told well, in 
cartographies that have no blind spots, was much more important, in the end, than that unwritten rule put 
forth by The Market, that backward segregated map that has led us to this dismal place. 
 
So now to do my part — because I can draw a map as well as anybody. I’m talking with a girl. She’s at that 
age where the edges of the woman she will become are just starting to press against her baby-round face, 
and I will make a fantastic world, a cartography of all the places a girl like her can go, and put it in a book. 
The rest of the work lies in the imagination of everyone else along the way, the publishers, librarians, 
teachers, parents, and all of us, to put that book in her hands. 

Christopher Myers is an author and illustrator of books for children and young adults, including “Harlem” 
and other collaborations with his father. 

  



Young Dreamers 
BY CHRISTOPHER MYERS 

 
The Horn Book, AUGUST 6, 2013 

 

 
Christopher and Walter Dean Myers 

 
I had wanted to write something funny. 
 
I thought I had something to add to recent discussions about the diversity and lack thereof in children’s 
literature — a unique perspective, perhaps. 
 
I was raised in the midst of these conversations about cultural diversity in children’s media. My father, 
Walter Dean Myers, has been on the frontlines of this debate since he published his first book in 1969. 
Mealtime conversations were a steady diet of thinking about the effects and importance of images of 
people of color, of women, of poor people, of queer people. As a child I was allowed to watch as much 
television as I could stand, but I would have to keep a yellow legal pad beside me and record what I saw 
black people doing, or women doing, or Asian people doing. I learned how so much storytelling uses 
stereotypes and how media shapes our perceptions of others and ourselves. This type of activity was 
common in my childhood, and so there are moments in this particular debate (which regularly creeps to 
the front pages, every four years or so, like the Olympics or the World Cup) when there are incongruities 
that I find humorous. 
 
It’s strange that we pretend shock at the stagnation, that the numbers of books explicitly dealing with the 
lives of children of color have not changed significantly in years, though we all purport to keep our fingers 
on the pulse of this dynamic industry. It’s strange that we search high and wide for causes and solutions, 
when the solutions are in our very hands, and the causes as well. 
I thought I would write an essay that would lace some of this “real talk” with humor, because this 
conversation, as we have been having it, is old and dry and dour; it is full of chastening, scapegoats, and 
ashes. And if there’s one thing I know about children, and children’s literature, guilt and self-flagellation 
are not gifts I want to give to young people. 
 
I really wanted to write something funny. 
 



But today I cannot find a smile. 
 
Last night, the man who shot and killed a young brother, Trayvon Martin, was found not guilty. I have 
since been vacillating between emotions — sadness, frustration, an acute sense of my own vulnerability as 
a black man (the police stops, the endless debates with security at publishers as to why I don’t need to go 
to the messenger entrance), and finally a sense of responsibility. 
 
It is that sense of responsibility I want to share with you. 
 
The recent release of figures by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center is filled with percentages. The 
good folks in Madison have taken the time to compile statistics, breaking down the numbers of books that 
feature children of color. Those numbers are dismal and symptomatic of the stagnation that has taken hold 
of our well-meaning industry. But as with most metrics, they only tell part of the story, and rely on some 
underlying and underexplored assumptions. 
 
There is some idea that the percentage of books featuring children of color ought to reflect the percentage 
of children of color in the country. One hears echoes of this idea in all of the “mirroring, reflecting” 
rhetoric that pervades discussions of literature for young people. From the countless literacy programs that 
tout the “one good book” notion of creating lifelong readers to the endless anecdotes of authors, 
illustrators, and readers who identify this or that book in which “they saw themselves for the first time.” 
While these narratives are often true and heart-warming in their way, this shock of recognition, I think, 
misses the major point of literature. Literature is a place for imagination and intellect, for stretching the 
boundaries of our own narrow lives, for contextualizing the facts of our nonfictions within constellations 
of understanding that we would not be able to experience from the ground, for bringing our dreams and 
fictions into detail, clarity, and focus. Books allow us a bird’s-eye view of our own lives, and especially how 
our lives relate to those lives around us. 
 
Part of me would like to make an individual book for each and every child I come across, draw careful 
sweet portraits of all the Trayvons, Sams, Chitras, Sheilas, and Sadias. But I am less interested in that 
simple mirroring than in making stories that define the kinds of communities in which those children will 
grow up. The dual impulse and constant stress of our industry is this tension between the way our work 
shapes culture, our innovation and imagination, and the way it reflects culture, our inclusion in the 
amorphous and ever-blameworthy scapegoat that is “the market.” As important as that shock of 
recognition may be to a child of color, I believe that creating an understanding of what a diverse society 
ought to look like for all children is more important. I want the kids who read my books to have a 
framework with which to understand the people they might meet, or even the people that they are 
becoming. I want the children who see my books to see an encounter with the other as an opportunity, 
not a threat. 
 
The rhetoric of the trial hinged on precisely this question: whether or not this young black boy, with his 
bag of candy and his iced tea and his sweatshirt, was a threat. Here is also where I see my responsibility. 
Although it is unfair, and although it comes with an intricate history, I have the opportunity with every 
book I make to write this boy as even less a threat than he already isn’t. I get to do in a very public way, 
that which I do personally every day. 
 
Years ago I stopped wearing hoodies. I found that particular article of clothing would often run me afoul 
of authorities and had women in elevators clutching their purses ever tighter. But I have found that even 
when I am not wearing this supposedly threatening piece of clothing, I still wear it metaphorically. My 
speech, my bearing — so much of it is calculated to direct others’ expectations of me, the associations that 
come from my race, my metaphorical hoodie. Every meeting with a publisher or media person in which I 



surprise them with my knowledge of ballet, Vietnamese history, classical mythology, international 
development, or semiotic theory (topics that I suppose I am not expected to know); every “surprise” of 
my own identity serves to take that metaphorical hoodie off. 
 
And my work, our work, can serve to do the same for boys like me, like Trayvon Martin. I started as an 
illustrator, someone who is concerned with images and originality. I habitually catalog images, collecting 
the clichés so as to avoid them or invert them or play with them. I work to change the popular images of 
those who have suffered violence to their image, of young women, of working-class people, and especially 
of young black men, of myself. Images matter. They linger in our hearts, vast “image libraries” that color 
our actions and ideas, even if we don’t recognize them on a conscious level. The plethora of threatening 
images of young black people has real-life effects. But if people can see us as young dreamers, boys with 
hopes and doubts and playfulness, instead of potential threats or icons of societal ills, perhaps they will feel 
less inclined to kill us. 
 
Immediately after this latest boy was shot, as the pundits and commentators circled like vultures, one said 
that Trayvon’s hoodie had killed him. I thought this statement to be an odd bit of rhetorical misdirection, 
a cynical sidestepping of the hollow-point bullet that pierced the boy’s chest. But the illustrator in me 
couldn’t help but mentally catalog images of black boys in hoods. I wondered: if the man who killed 
Trayvon Martin had read The  Snowy Day as a kid, would it have been as easy for him to see a seventeen-
year-old in a hoodie, pockets full of rainbow candies and sweet tea, as a threat? What might have been 
different if images of round-headed Peter and his red hood and his snow angels were already dancing in 
his head? 

 
 
So here, then, is my responsibility. To make images, to tell stories, to trouble the narratives that pervade so 
many people’s secret hearts and minds. To make books in which black people are not flat emblems of our 
divided nation, flag bearers for guilt or fractious history, but instead humans full of laughter and love and 
care for one another and their diverse communities. To augment and enrich the image libraries people 
carry in their hearts; to give them more than slain civil rights leaders and escaped slaves, people whose 
lives are steeped in violence both literal and figurative, akin to a McGuffey Reader of tolerance and just as 
desiccate. Instead, I want to give my readers spaceships, clowns, and unicorns, to depict whole human 



beings, to allow the children in my books to have the childhoods they ought to have, where surely there 
are lessons and context and history, but there is also fantasy and giggling and play. To encourage them to 
open their hearts when they see someone who looks like me, even if that person is in the mirror. 
 
It is a responsibility I hope we share, all of us who love literature and children.  
 
It is the responsibility that lies behind the percentages, behind the numbers, beyond the market. When we 
make books, or write about books, or purchase books, we are affirming a vision of the communities in 
which we want to live. Through books, we outline a vision for our future. We can no longer stand for our 
futures to be isolated, segregated, lonely, and angry. We can no longer turn a blind eye to stories that create 
worlds in which difference is viewed as a burden, a dry educational tool, a threat — or, worse, is simply 
rendered silent and invisible. Those fictional worlds have very real effects. There are children with fear in 
their hearts, there are children in caskets, and it is up to us to help the next generations avoid those fates. 
 
Now I will go and write something for those kids, all of them, and it will be funny, I hope, because there 
are enough sad things in the world, because we are most human when we laugh with one another, feel with 
one another. This is the point of literature, to widen our view beyond ourselves, to take part in that 
implied and idyllic community of readers. As a lucky member of that community, who also can make such 
books, I have a responsibility, one I share with all of you, to create that world in which we want to live, a 
world with fewer children in caskets. The stories we tell and support, the ones that are funny, or sweet, or 
heartfelt, are the best way to turn that responsibility into a reality. 
 

 
 
About Christopher Myers 
Christopher Myers is the author and illustrator of H.O.R.S.E, A Game of Basketball and Imagination, and 
a number of award winning picture books, including Wings, Lies and Other Tall Tales with Zora Neale 
Hurston, Jabberwocky by Lewis Carroll, and several collaborations with his father, Walter Dean Myers. He 
is currently working on a novel about Joan of Arc, and a picture book about the power of the pen. He 
lives in Brooklyn. 
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By Angela Dodson 
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Illustration by Byron Eggenschwiler 
 
Dr. Neal Lester, a professor of English at Arizona State University, says his journey into studying 
children’s literature began 30 years ago. A parent of biracial children (he is African American and his wife 
is Italian Argentinean), Lester went searching for children’s books that reflected his family—and found 
only a few. 
 
His experience isn’t surprising considering that—even today—only a small percentage of children’s books 
are written by or about people of color. The Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison receives most trade books released by large publishers—and many smaller ones—in 
the United States. Of the approximately 3,600 books they received in 2012, fewer than eight percent were 
about people of color.  
 
And just because a book depicts people of color does not mean it necessarily sends the right message. 
Lester points out that the long-awaited Disney story of a black princess, Tiana, in the film The Princess and 
the Frog has serious flaws, not the least of which are that she spends more time being a frog than a princess 
and that she works as a cook. (Other Disney princesses don’t have careers.) 
 
Perhaps even more troubling, says Lester, are books, such as collections of Mother Goose rhymes, that 
privilege heteronormativity—the assumption that characters are and should be heterosexual—through 



overemphasis on marriage and living happily ever after. “These children’s books set up these ideals and 
values that can be very problematic,” he says. 
 
Gender inequity in children’s books is also a continuing issue. According to a 2011 study by Florida State 
University, male lead characters in children’s stories are the norm, even when the characters are animals.  
 
The study, which examined nearly 6,000 children’s books published in the United States between 1900 and 
2000, found that 61 percent had male central characters. A mere 37 percent had female central characters. 
A 2007 study by Centre College found similar discrepancies, and researchers noted no reduced sexism in 
the current children’s books they reviewed compared to those published in the 1980s and '90s.    
 
They’re Just Kids 
 
Racial inequity, gender stereotypes and heternormativity are heavy topics, and some people may wonder if 
early childhood is the proper time to address social justice issues with children. But educators and 
children’s authors say the years from kindergarten to second grade are ripe for discussing diversity and 
equity because children are forming their own identities and becoming aware of differences in the people 
around them. 
 
In fact, the authors of the Centre College report wrote that gender inequity in children’s books probably 
has “serious effects” on kids between the ages of three and five because they are just beginning to form 
ideas about gender roles.  
 
Kelly Starling Lyons, an African-American children’s book author and frequent presenter at schools and 
libraries, was 22 when she first saw a black face on the cover of a children’s book, Something Beautiful by 
Sharon Dennis Wyeth. Now, Lyons writes books that celebrate family life and invoke history—including 
the legacy of slavery—in an honest, child-friendly way.  
 
“I want to make sure all children can see themselves in books,” she says. “I want children to know their 
history matters—they matter.”  
 
Murrial Jarrett, a first-grade teacher at Harper Elementary School in Riverdale, Ga., agrees. She says the 
children in her predominantly black classroom near Atlanta “are like little sponges” when it comes to 
acceptance of others. This year she has several Latino students, one Pakistani student and no white 
students. 
 
“They are just beginning to realize that people are a little different,” she says. “They are very accepting of 
each other. If one child is crying in the room, they are all concerned. They are friends with each other.”  
 
“I actually think young children have the most open minds,” says Monica Brown, a Peruvian-American 
author of children’s books about multiethnic identity. “They haven’t been inundated by mass culture. They 
have an innate sense of fairness. Kids are always saying, ‘That’s not fair!’ When they walk in others’ shoes, 
they can be empowered to want change.” 
 
The Teacher’s Bookshelf 
 
Young children need books that reflect their own identities and portray a range of cultures, nationalities, 
immigration statuses, genders, socio-economic classes, sexual orientations and family structures—books 
they may not find at home or even in the local library. 
 



“It’s important that we have these books in our schools because not every family can afford to own them,” 
says Brown. “Every child has a right to literature that isn’t stereotypical or reductive and doesn’t dishonor 
them as people.” 
 
Lester, who now specializes in African-American literature—especially children’s picture books—says 
there are no perfect books, but he offers some tips for making your classroom library as inclusive as 
possible.  
 
“You should give a range of books, and use a checklist,” he says. “Are there characters of color? Is the 
language inclusive? Is there a savior mentality? … You have to be aware of these issues. You have to 
educate yourself on how to look at representations and how to imagine a world where everyone is valued.” 

  
An Inclusive Children’s Reading List  
 
Benjamin and the Word / Benjamín y la palabra by Daniel A. Olivas 
 
Black Is Brown Is Tan by Arnold Adoff 
 
The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind: Young Readers Edition by William Kamkwamba 
 
Brick by Brick by Charles R. Smith, Jr. 
 
Courtney’s Birthday Party by Loretta Long 
 
Ellen’s Broom by Kelly Starling Lyons 
 
The Great Big Book of Families by Mary Hoffman 
 
Kate and the Beanstalk by Mary Pope Osborne 
 
Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match / Marisol McDonald no combina by Monica Brown  
 
Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters: An African Tale by John Steptoe 
 
My Princess Boy by Cheryl Kilodavis 
 
Nappy Hair by Carolivia Herron 
 
Oh the Things Mommies Do! What Could Be Better Than Having Two? by Crystal Tompkins 
 
The Patchwork Path: A Quilt Map to Freedom by Bettye Stroud 
 
The President Looks Like Me & Other Poems by Tony Medina 

 
  



Why we have to create more disabled characters in children's fiction 
Susie Day 

 
The Guardian, December 8, 2015 

 
Author Susie Day grew up in 1980s when her personal experience of people with disabilities was Joey 
Deacon on Blue Peter. Disability in books was a cautionary tale where you’d usually ‘recover’ if you were 
nice enough. Times have changed and children’s lit needs to catch up faster. 
 

 
 

Susie Day: the idea that young people with disabilities might be entitled to find themselves 
in fiction - not to teach able children to be better people, not to be cured, not to be “issues” 
but to cast spells and time-travel and worry if they’re wearing uncool trainers - sadly still 
seems a challenge for our industry.  

 
Picture if you will a nice state primary school, in 1980s south Wales. We had an oak tree. One time a man 
drove a Sinclair C5 round the playground to show us The Future. We had plenty of undiagnosed dyslexia 
and NHS specs (frame choices: brown, blue, pink, clear; all pure Jarvis Cocker), but no greater challenges 
were allowed to enter - so we never thought about them. We didn’t call it segregation. If it had been 
pointed out, I’m sure I’d have thought it wasn’t anything personal. My experience of people with 
disabilities was, like most mainstream-schooled kids of that time, Joey Deacon on Blue Peter. 
 
If you remember him too, you’ll know the playground nickname “Joey” was not one of endearment. I 
clench all over just remembering: pulled faces in the playground, sneers, disgust. Kids can be cruel. 
 
The fiction I read then was kinder - uncomfortably so. Books for eight to 12s are often about growing up, 
self-discovery, overcoming a challenge. In classic children’s fiction, physical disability tends to be co-opted 
not only as a cautionary tale, but a completely useless one where it turns out you’ll be ok in the end - so 
long as you’re nice, or you try hard. The Secret Garden’s invalid Colin apparently only needs a bit of fresh 
air and gardening to magically regain his health. In What Katy Did, Katy’s spinal injury is a lesson in 



patience and goodness; once she’s learned it, she walks again. 
 
Skip ahead in time to a modern state school and things have changed. When I trained as a primary teacher 
(before I realised I was better at making up imaginary kids than explaining what a rhombus is to real ones), 
I met kids with learning disabilities, visual impairments, communication disorders. I worked very briefly 
with a boy with complex needs who used a motorised chair and breathing apparatus. On Sports Day. I was 
afraid - of saying or doing something wrong, of hurting him, and, most pathetically, of looking like a bad 
able person who didn’t know how to deal with his disability. 
 
My nice oak-tree school hadn’t educated me at all. But his peers modelled how I should act without a 
second thought; he was a person, with a voice, with opinions, one of them. Including him, with 
consideration for what he wanted to be involved in, was an automatic part of their school day (clearly 
developed with thoughtful support from the class teacher). Kids can be brilliant, too. 
Katy by Jacqueline Wilson – review 
I’d love to say that children’s fiction has taken a similar leap since the days of the Sinclair C5, but I can’t. 
The #WeNeedDiverseBooks campaign continues to go from strength to strength, and sites like Disability 
in Kidlit , and Cindy Pon and Malinda Lo’s Diversity in YA are fantastic resources for authors and readers 
alike - but these campaigning sites exist for good reason. 
 
There are happy exceptions: Julia Golding’s Young Knights adventure fantasy series features a wheelchair 
user; Jacqueline Wilson’s wonderful Katy is a retelling of What Katy Did, with a more honest conclusion 
(you can read a review of Katy by teen site member Writer on Wheels here) But the idea that young people 
with disabilities (congenital or acquired, physical and/or mental, mild to severe, single or overlapping) 
might be entitled to find themselves in fiction - not to teach able children to be better people, not to be 
cured, not to be “issues” but to cast spells and time-travel and worry if they’re wearing uncool trainers - 
sadly still seems a challenge for our industry. Adults can be cruel, too. 
 
And we need to do better. 

 
I’d already begun writing Pea’s Book of Holidays when I first heard 
of hemiplegia, via a chance comment on Twitter. A search took me 
to HemiHelp, the UK charity for children, young people and families 
affected by hemiplegia. There I read: 
 
Hemiplegia is a neurological condition that affects children and adults in a similar 
way to a stroke. It is caused by injury to the brain and it results in a varying 
degree of weakness and lack of control on one side of the body. It is not just 
physical mobility that is affected. In fact, most children have additional diagnoses 
such as epilepsy, visual impairment, speech difficulties, perceptual problems, 
learning difficulties, emotional and behavioural problems. Childhood hemiplegia is 
a relatively common condition, affecting up to one child in 1,000. 
 
I thought: that’s a lot of kids for something I’d never heard of.  
 
Then I thought: I can do something about that. 
 

That’s when the fear kicked in. The idea for Pea’s Book of Holidays was already set: a funny family 
outdoorsy Famous-Five-ish adventure, which would gently unpick some of the murkier side of Blyton 
along the way. Could I take a kid with hemiplegia camping? I was already talking about race and prejudice 
in my book full of non-traditional families: was this going to make it feel like some sort of diversity 



training manual instead of a fun mystery with a dog in it? 
 
And then the big questions. Do I have the right? What if I get my representation wrong? Is it safer not to 
try? 
 
Of course it’s safer not to try. It’s safer not to write anything at all – but then we’d have no books. I asked 
Hemihelp’s Facebook group for advice, and was overwhelmed by their positive support for the book. 
Hemihelp put me in touch with two consultants, Joanna Sholem and Rosalyn Burbidge, who shared their 
own personal and family experiences, and read my embarrassingly underinformed first drafts with a kind 
but firm editorial eye. 
 
The result? 
 
Ryan Munro is a Scottish ghost-hunter, aged 12. He’s on holiday with his joke-obsessed little bro Troy and 
Max, their dad; they live with sceptic Mum but this summer it’s Max’s turn. Ryan desperately wants to find 
a ghost in Corfe Castle to make Max proud - and to prove to those weird girls at the tea rooms that ghosts 
are definitely real. 
 
Ryan has hemiplegia - which means he wears a splint on his arm and leg, Troy has to help him with some 
practical tasks, he’s learned to play his Xbox one-handed, he gets tired and snappy, and when he says he 
wants to prove himself to his Dad he really, really means it. His impairments are part of him and affect 
every day of his life - but they are not who he is. 
 
Does he represent all young people with hemiplegia? Of course not. He doesn’t represent all Scottish 12-
year-olds with divorced parents either. But he’s there, not to learn a lesson or teach one, but to be part of 
an adventure. 
 
Advice for authors: 

• Don’t second-guess yourself out of writing inclusively. Writing is already hard. And here’s this 
other thing that’s also hard. Why make the effort? If you have no investment in making your 
fictional world honest, authentic and meaningful to its readership, then... ok. You sound super-fun. 
But perhaps children’s fiction isn’t for you. 

• Do the work. “Nothing about us without us.” A few quick Googles aren’t going to cut it; you need 
real experiences as well as facts. Ask the stupid questions. Share your work. Listen. Edit. 

• Accept that you will fail. However hard you work, and however many well-informed people read 
over your efforts, your work can’t represent everyone. I sometimes get asked to check a 
manuscript’s LGBTQ content, as if I can stamp it with an official gay seal of approval. Guaranteed 
to offend no one! 100% stereotype-free! After all, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time is 
lauded by many as a remarkable insight into life with Asperger’s syndrome; others feel 
misrepresented by it. If yours is the first time a reader has met a fictional someone “like them”, it’s 
almost inevitable that you will disappoint. 

• Do it anyway. Because we need more of these narratives, not fewer. Not one single story, but 
many. 

  



Where are all the Muslim characters in children's fiction? 
Na'ima B Robert 

 
The Guardian, October 15, 2014 

 
 
I started writing books about Muslim children 15 years ago because I couldn’t find any books in our local 
library that featured Muslim children or celebrated Islamic culture. I wanted to share such books with my 
son. I wanted to see himself and his family reflected in the books we read. Since then, a lot has changed. 
From engaging picture books and board books, to fun middle grade adventures, to mature YA themes, 
Muslim characters have increasingly found their way onto our bookshelves and into our lives. 
 
This is a good thing. It is a good thing because, while our world is growing smaller in some ways, it is 
splintering further apart in others. Now, more than ever before, we need to understand each other, to be 
able to empathise with each other, to walk in each other’s shoes. We need to open our eyes. 
 
I don’t have to tell you that not all Muslims are terrorists; you already know that. I don’t have to tell you 
that not all Muslim girls are forced to wear a hijab: you already know that. I don’t have to tell you that not 
all Muslims are Pakistani or can speak Arabic or hate “the West”; you already know that. At least, I hope 
you do. If not, I invite you to open your eyes, to pick up a book with a Muslim protagonist and challenge 
yourself. 
 
Where to start? Well, books with Muslim protagonists now cover a wide, wide spectrum so it depends on 
what you’re into. 
 
There are picture books for primary age children explaining different aspects of the faith in a simple, 
engaging way: who was Muhammad? Where is Mecca? Why don’t Muslims eat in Ramadhan? What is the 
Hajj? If you have questions about the Islamic faith itself, these are a great place to start. 
 



Then there are books for more confident readers that take you back in time, into Muslim history: books 
about the travels of the great explorer, Ibn Battuta, about Baghdad’s House of Wisdom and the 
scholarship that gave birth to the Renaissance and about the amazing legacy of the Moors in Spain. From 
desert nomads to cut-throat pirates, from powerful kings and queens to enslaved Africans to fighters in 
the First World War, the history of Muslims has impacted the history of our world in more ways than you 
can imagine. 
 
Then there are those stories that share the contemporary lives of Muslims around the world: young people 
in Afghanistan, India, Palestine and beyond, many dealing with war, displacement and uncertain futures. 
Young people living behind the headlines whose stories have to be read to be believed. 
 
And again, there are the stories of Muslim youth – kids like you – growing up in London, Sydney, New 
Jersey, Toronto, learning to straddle two or more cultures, dealing with coming of age, finding themselves 
and their place in the world. 
 
In all these stories, there is a new world waiting for you. 
 
At times, the language or turns of phrase may be a challenge: do not be put off. Use the glossary, if there is 
one, and keep exploring. You will find that, underneath the layers of unfamiliar language, culture, family 
dynamics and expectations, there is something you can relate to: a shared humanity, a heart, a soul, that 
speaks to yours. 
 
Because, at the end of the day, the different layers of what we call our identity, are merely that: layers. We 
all laugh and we all cry. We are all afraid and we can all be incredibly brave. We all have the capacity to 
hate and the ability to love. And we are all trying to find our way through this magnificent maze called life 
and finally find ourselves and fulfill our purpose. 
 
And that is why stories are so important: they help to bridge the divide that exists on the outside. They 
connect us in our humanity, cultivating empathy and gifting us with a new view of the world. 
 
I invite you to open your eyes. 
 
Some amazing books with Muslim characters: 
   
Guantanamo Boy by Anna Perera 
 
Secrets of the Henna Girl by Sufiya Ahmad 
 
Does my Head Look Big in This? by Randa Abdel-Fattah 
 
Dahling, if you luv me, would you please, please smile? By Rukhsana Khan 
 
A Little Piece of Ground by Elizabeth Laird 
 
When Wings Expand by Mehded Maryam Sinclair 
  



Why do so many children's books treat diversity as a black and white issue? 
 

Safah, Teen Blogger 
The Guardian, January 7, 2016 

 
Sometimes it’s easy to forget that the word we proudly place beside society is ‘multicultural’, not 
‘multicoloured’ – writing more religious and ethnic minority characters in itself is not enough, argues teen 
blogger Safah, we need books embracing all aspects of these different cultures and lifestyles 

 
 

‘People who do have different lifestyles, who eat and dress and speak and think and live differently, 
need representation too’. Photograph: Alamy  

 
 
I have been writing stories for as long as I can remember. They began with absurd metaphors and oddly 
phrased lines about annoying siblings and worlds that don’t exist – like all great novels penned by seven-
year-olds do. Unlike most great childhood novels, however, they were heavily censored. The words 
“Bangladeshi” and “Muslim” were crossed out in my mind before they could ever meet paper. My 
characters were fierce, intelligent heroines, but there was never a mention of brown skin or a headscarf. 
 
Books were precious, but they taught me a lesson I’d never had at school: in stories, people of my ethnicity 
and faith  
 
Of course, I’m not here to speak solely about a specific religion or ethnicity, but all ethnic and religious 
minorities, because I have found that no matter how many foreign-sounding names and dark-skinned 
people authors put in books, these communities are still absent from their pages. I think sometimes it’s 
easy to forget that the word we proudly place beside society is “multicultural”, not “multicoloured”. So 
when I read the briefest mentions of Indian Parvati Patel in Harry Potter (which is a series, I should note, I 
adore) or Asian Marika (Ringer) from The Fifth Wave series by Rick Yancey, I see characters virtually 



identical to everybody else, with no differentiated culture attached. 
 
This, in itself, is not necessarily a bad thing. There are people from ethnic or religious minority 
backgrounds whose lifestyles are very similar to mainstream culture, and their representation is just as 
important as anybody else’s. But the people who do have different lifestyles, who eat and dress and speak 
and think and live differently, need representation too. 
 
The current representation of Muslim lifestyles, for example, from what I’ve witnessed, is brief: I’ve almost 
never read a mention of daily prayers or Quranic lessons which form such a significant part of young 
Muslims’ daily lives. I was discussing the matter with another blogger recently, and she expressed 
disappointment that there was also specifically a lack of strong-minded religious Muslim girls in YA novels, 
ie girls who weren’t either being forced into certain practices or had their piety glossed over. 
 
We need authors who write about different cultures and beliefs with all their wonderful differences, so we 
don’t have children who are ashamed of them. Some children’s books are already breaking the mould: 
Anna Perera’s YA title Guantanamo Boy is a brilliant example of a work of fiction with Muslim and 
Pakistani characters, while Irfan Master’s A Beautiful Lie, set during the struggle for Indian independence, 
does the same for Indian characters, Sikh, Hindu and Muslim alike. But these are diverse novels that 
essentially base themselves on being diverse: either they are making a statement about prejudice, or they 
are relaying a historical event in another country. 
 
I would argue we need children’s novels that are diverse without diversity being its selling point. Imagine 
an Enid Blyton style series about children in a Jewish boarding school, or a Narnia-esque fantasy about 
South African siblings. We need books where ethnic and religious minorities appear in all genres and 
books where differences are quietly embraced, rather than being made a show of or carefully elided. We 
need books that do not simply represent more minorities to combat stereotypes and educate readers, but 
also biracial characters and mixed ethnicity marriages and families; this would be a more tangible way to 
show coexistence and acceptance is possible, as well as a way to represent less conventional family types. 
 
We speak so often of the need for change to ensure inclusion. We speak so often of the power of words. 
Maybe now is the time to reconsider our methods, pause, and take a look at the tools on our bookshelves. 
 
 


