
75Chapter 3: Race and Ethnicity

MULTICULTURAL CHILDREN’S LITERATURE 

Children’s literature is an important socializing agent 
about race. Research has confirmed how children prefer 
books with subject matter and characters relating 
to their personal experiences and characteristics 
(Purves and Beach 1972). Consider, for example, the 
main characters of J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. 
The U.S. cover for Harry Potter and the Prisoner of 
Azkaban features Harry and Hermione, two main White 
characters riding a hippogriff. But imagine for a moment 
if Harry were depicted as a Black teenager or Hermione 
as a Latina. What impact might that have for Black 
and Latino/a children? How would they respond to 
characters who look like them?

Educators have criticized the absence of racial and 
ethnic diversity and the promotion of Whiteness in children’s 
literature. According to children’s book author Walter Dean 
Myers (2014), the inclusion of racially diverse characters 
informs us about our own race and the race of others.

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 loan officers and future 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? (p. 6)

Educator Violet Harris (1990: 552) warns, “If African 
American children do not see reflections of themselves 
in school texts or do not perceive any affirmation of their 
cultural heritage in those texts, then it is quite likely that 
they will not read or value school as much.” 

The Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison compiles a list of 
children’s books published in the United States that 
were created by and about people of color, including 
African Americans, American Indians, Asian Pacific 

Islanders, and Latinos. The center reviewed 3,200 
children’s books published in 2013 and reported the 
numbers (and percentages) of books created by or 
about specific racial/ethnic groups (refer to Table 3.4). 

The center advocates multicultural literature, 
defined as literature that focuses on people of color, 
religious minorities, regional cultures, the disabled, or the 
aged (Harris 1996). According to the center (Cooperative 
Children Book’s Center, 2014),

the more [multicultural] books there are, especially 
books created by authors and illustrators of color, the 
more opportunities librarians, teachers, and parents 
and other adults have of finding outstanding books for 
young readers and listeners that reflect dimensions of 
their lives, and give a broader understanding of who 
we are as a nation. 

Is the impact of children’s literature on racial and ethnic 
construction overstated? Why or why not? How was race 
or ethnicity constructed in your favorite childhood books, 
movies, or television programs? 

IN FOCUS

By About 

African/African 
Americans

68 (2%) 93 (2.9%)

American Indians 18 (.6%) 34 (0.1%)

Asian Pacifics/Asian 
Pacific Americans

90 (2.8%) 69 (2.1%)

Latinos 48 (1.5%) 57 (1.8%)

SOURCE: Cooperative Children’s Book Center 2014.

Table 3.4  �Numbers and percentages of books 
created by or about specific ethnic groups, 
2013 (based on 3,200 children’s books) 

Multicultural literature: Literature that focuses on people of 
color, religious minorities, regional cultures, the disabled, or the aged 


