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What’s on Our Bookshelves? 
The Diversity of Children’s 
Literature in Early Childhood 
Classroom Libraries

This content analysis explores issues related to 

representations of diversity in classroom libraries, 

providing practical solutions for teachers seeking 

to diversify their classroom book collections.

THE WORLD DEPICTED in children’s books is 
overwhelmingly White. It is also a world that is predomi-
nantly upper middle class, heterosexual, nondisabled, 
English-speaking, and male. In short, it may encompass 
many different worlds, but those worlds share familiar 
limitations: They are generally normative, limited in scope, 
and exclusionary of those who fall outside “mainstream” 
cultural identities. This is not to imply that exemplary 
books that challenge dominant discourses and normative 
representations do not exist; remarkable work has been 
done and is available for young readers. However, in 2016, 
this much we should be able to agree on: We need to do 
more—a great deal more. After all, for more than 75 years, 
librarians, scholars, critics, and creators of children’s 
books have documented, described, and problematized 
the ongoing lack of diversity in children’s literature (see, 
e.g., Crosby, 1963; Larrick, 1965; Rollins, 1967). Although 
others have attempted to dismiss, ignore, or justify these 
disparities, the existence of these issues is overwhelmingly 
well established and increasingly well documented in the 
realms of publishing and academic scholarship.

Since 1985, for example, the Cooperative Children’s Book 
Center (CCBC) at the University of Wisconsin–Madison 

has provided yearly statistics about children’s books 
published by and/or about people who self-identify as 
members of various “parallel cultures” (a term coined by 
Hamilton, 1993, p. 363). In their latest report, Horning, 
Lindgren, Schliesman, and Townsend (2015) stated that 
across approximately 3,500 books published in 2014 that 
were received by the CCBC, only around 11% contained 
significant content, topics, characters, and/or themes about 
African or African American, American Indian, Asian/
Pacific or Asian/Pacific American, or Latino or Latino 
American people. According to the CCBC, the number 
of multicultural books has remained stagnant for more 
than 20 years (see, e.g., Horning, 2013). Other researchers 
have identified similar disparities across these and other 
cultural identities, including race, religion, socioeconomic 
status (SES) and class, gender, dis/abilities and develop-
mental differences, and sexual identity (see, e.g., Blaska, 
2004; Chaudhri & Teale, 2013; Crisp, 2015).

Recently, a large-scale survey of the publishing and review-
ing industries provided much-needed baseline data that 
contribute to our overall understandings of issues of 
diversity and representation in the children’s literature 
world (Low, 2016). The survey, conducted by Lee & Low 
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Books, revealed that at all levels measured (e.g., executive, 
editorial, sales), 77–89% of respondents self-identified as 
White/Caucasian, 86–91% as straight/heterosexual, and 
88–96% as nondisabled. The greatest diversity was found 
in the area of gender identity, where 59–87% of respondents 
identified as woman/ciswoman (terms such as ciswoman and 
cisfemale are used to describe individuals who self-identify 
as woman/female and were also assigned that identity at 
birth), 12–40% as man/cisman (terms such as cisman and 
cismale are used to describe individuals who self-identify as 
man/male and were also assigned that identity at birth), and 
less than 1–2% of respondents as intersex, gender noncon-
forming, or transwoman or transman.

It is essential that these industries are diverse, as the 
cultural identities of those involved in children’s book 
publishing have a direct impact on the types of books 
created for children. As Reese (2007) noted, much of what 
we bring to bear on our readings and understandings of 
children’s texts emanates from our own cultural lenses, 
experiences, and identities. It is fundamentally important 
that those shaping the creation and dissemination of 
children’s books have the knowledge and cultural intuition 
needed when working with texts, as it makes it less likely 
that children’s books with problematic, inaccurate, and 
dishonest treatments continue to make their way into 
classrooms and the hands of young readers.

Thanks to Lee & Low, the CBCC, and countless others, 
it is nearly impossible for any of us involved in teacher 
education, working in educational research and scholar-
ship, and/or who care deeply about children’s books to be 
unaware of the broad-scale issues surrounding diversity 
in the children’s literature world. Further, due to articles 
and columns in popular media (e.g., C. Myers, 2014; W.D. 
Myers, 2014), the impact of grassroots organizations such 
as the #WeNeedDiverseBooks campaign on social media, 
and blogs such as Reading While White and American 
Indians in Children’s Literature, mainstream cognizance 
of (and attention to) the lack of diversity in children’s books 
may be greater than ever before.

However, despite progress in our understandings of 
the factors that influence the availability of diverse 
children’s books, relatively little research has examined 
the availability of these books in classrooms. As educators 
with an orientation toward issues of social justice, we 
are interested in how the available data and increased 
attention to diversity in children’s books have informed the 
contents of early childhood classroom spaces. We believe 
that there is a need for data that reveal how teachers, 
curriculum specialists/designers, media specialists, and 

others have responded to the lack of diversity in children’s 
books when, for example, they make decisions about which 
books to make available to their students.

Thus, the purpose of this article is to investigate represen-
tations of diversity in books included in early childhood 
classroom libraries. We hope to contribute to ongoing, 
critical conversations in the field by providing prelimi-
nary baseline data that verify and underscore the need for 
increased critical attention toward the books selected for 
inclusion in classroom libraries. Although we direct this 
article toward classroom teachers, we want to note that 
in many cases, teachers are limited to using program- or 
district-mandated books and curricular materials, so the 
contents of classroom libraries may be entirely beyond 
their control. Therefore, we suggest that this article is 
also useful for early childhood program/school leaders and 
library/media specialists, who may similarly influence both 
the selection of curricular content and the school culture 
around issues of diversity and representation. Additionally, 
we want to be clear from the onset that we do not attempt 
to provide the level of large-scale statistical data offered 
by the CCBC and Lee & Low; we hope instead to use our 
research and findings to provide insights, as well as offer 
resources and practical suggestions, that all teachers 
can utilize immediately to assess and improve their own 
classroom libraries and, by extension, advocate for and 
enact change that will immediately affect the lives and 
reading experiences of their students.

Children, Books, and the  
Value of Classroom Libraries
It seems safe to assume that in the majority of cases, 
children in early childhood classrooms (e.g., ages 3–5) do 
not have access to the catalogs of children’s publishing 
houses or even online bookstores such as Powell’s Books 
or Amazon. If they are enrolled in preschool programs, 
however, they have access to classroom libraries. In 
these spaces, young children experience (perhaps for the 
first time) what it means and looks like to have reading 
options, choice, and varied literary representations. For 
some young children, the classroom library provides them 
with their first repeated exposures to a literary canon: In 
their teacher’s books, they will be looking for images of 
themselves and those they love; they will be learning how 
to make sense of their lives and experiences, the lives and 
experiences of others, and the world in which they live (see, 
e.g., Short, 2012).

Children’s literature is utilized in a number of capacities 
in classrooms, including read-alouds and, possibly, as a 
way to introduce curricular content (e.g., science, math). 
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Yet, a primary means by which books are made available 
to young readers is through classroom libraries, and all 
parties involved in the creation of those spaces have a 
responsibility to include an array of books that represent 
the diversity of identities and experiences of the students 
in our classrooms, as well as people and cultures across the 
country and around the globe.

There has been extensive research, spanning at least 50 
years, underscoring the important role that classroom 
libraries play in early childhood (i.e., preschool and early 
elementary) settings (see, e.g., Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 
1988; Fractor, Woodruff, Martinez, & Teale, 1993). Despite 
the clear indication of the importance of classroom librar-
ies, however, disparities remain in the existence and 
content of those collections—often along socioeconomic 
lines. Research by Duke (2000b), for example, suggested 
that first-grade classrooms serving high-SES popula-
tions contained larger selections of books that were more 
frequently added to or rotated, as well as more opportunity 
during instruction to use and interact with those books.

Research about the availability of children’s texts in 
classrooms has often centered on the quantity and 
accessibility of books and other print materials in early 
elementary classrooms (see, e.g., Duke, 2000b; Jeong, 
Gaffney, & Choi, 2010; Lee, Lee, Han, & Schickedanz, 
2011) with limited attention to preschool classrooms (Guo, 
Sawyer, Justice, & Kaderavek, 2013). Researchers are 
generally concerned with the number of texts available in 
classrooms, the degree to which texts are made available 
to children, and the time associated with accessibility. 
Their attention toward diversity of books tends to focus 
on genre and format, particularly the presence or absence 
of informational text. For example, in their study of five 
preschool classrooms, McGill-Franzen, Lanford, and 
Adams (2002) determined not only that classrooms serving 
low-SES populations contained fewer accessible books but 
also that available books were more homogeneous in terms 
of factors such as complexity level, genre, and subject. 
Other relevant research has addressed topics such as the 
nature, quantity, and quality of books used in classroom 
read-alouds (Pentimonti, Zucker, & Justice, 2011) or the 
lexical characteristics of books in preschool classrooms 
(Mesmer, 2016).

Although extant literature has used varied methods and 
yielded varied findings regarding preschool and early 
elementary classroom libraries, no published studies to date 
have examined the books included in classroom libraries 
as related to the availability and accessibility of multicul-
tural texts. It is that work that we undertake now by 

sharing what was learned when we collected and analyzed 
data about the books included in classroom libraries in 21 
preschool classrooms in the metropolitan region of Atlanta, 
Georgia. Because research in this area is limited, it is 
critical to consider the degree to which preschool classroom 
libraries, a prominent fixture in many children’s lives, are or 
are not diverse (in every sense of the word).

The classrooms involved in this study were distributed 
across 11 early childhood sites and generally served 
low-income, racially diverse (but predominantly African 
American) populations. They included both Head Start 
and public pre-K classrooms funded by proceeds from 
the Georgia Lottery. Nearly all of the teachers in the 
classrooms studied self-identified as African American 
females. The mean number of texts per library was 79.1 
(standard deviation = 56.74 books), but with a range of 
182, the number of books in each classroom library varied 
drastically (minimum = 18; maximum = 200). The majority 
of the classroom libraries contained fewer than 50 books 
at any given time, often with very little book rotation 
throughout the school year.

At various points during the fall and early winter months 
of the school year, members of the research team visited 
individual classrooms and used smartphones to scan the 
barcodes of all books contained in the classroom library. 
Data from those scans were automatically uploaded to a 
private Goodreads account, allowing researchers to catalog 
each book by classroom in one centralized database. For 
books that did not have a scannable barcode or were 
not included in the Goodreads database (e.g., book club 
editions, books missing dust jackets), team members 
took photographs of the book covers, Library of Congress 
information, title pages, and/or other relevant content that 
would allow us to manually locate and add those books 
to our database for the appropriate classroom(s). This 
approach allowed us to locate the specific version of each 
book in a classroom’s library, which was important to our 
research considering that peritextual elements, words/
narratives, and illustrations can vary from one edition of a 
book to another.

After data collection was complete, the research team 
initially utilized instruments created and used previously 
in studies conducted by the lead author. Grounded in 
and building on instruments created for similar types of 
research, these tools, which we describe in more detail 
throughout this article, have been used successfully with 
large data sets in past critical content analyses and content 
analyses of depictions of multicultural or diverse cultural 
identities in children’s literature (Crisp, 2015; Crisp & 
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Hiller, 2011). As a team, we coded the contents of various 
classroom libraries according to categories focused on 
religion; SES and class; dis/abilities, developmental differ-
ences, and chronic illnesses; sexual identity; gender; and 
representations of parallel cultures. We additionally coded 
books according to language, genre and format, and the type 
of book according to Sims’s (1982) categories of melting pot, 
social conscience, and culturally conscious literature. For 
the purposes of our research, populations have been identi-
fied as diverse or belonging to the multicultural canon as a 
result of their subordination by dominant groups.

After being trained to use the research instruments, 
team members involved with the process of coding books 
independently coded all books in a single classroom library, 
with each classroom library being coded by multiple 
team members. Results of this pilot were compared, and 
subsequent discussions served to resolve discrepancies and 
standardize approaches to coding. The final instrument 
was influenced by our time with the books and informed by 
scholarship written by, among others, Banks (1993), Tatum 
(1997), and Botelho and Rudman (2009).

Utilizing the final research instrument, the two lead authors 
independently read and coded every book, compared their 
results, and resolved any discrepancies in coding by revisit-
ing specific books and reviewing descriptions, definitions, 
and procedures for data collection in order to resolve differ-
ences and reach a consensus (Harry, Sturges, & Klingner, 
2005). When classroom libraries were coded with 100% 
agreement, the results were submitted to a team member 
charged with collecting and reviewing these submissions 
for missing data before entering them into SPSS version 22 
for statistical analysis. In total, 1,169 books were coded and 
analyzed; Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the 
total number of books coded for each category of analysis 
related to diverse cultural identities. In the following 
section, we describe our approach to analysis in these (and 
additional) categories and share findings based on the books 
included in these 21 classroom libraries.

Depictions and Possibilities: The Search  
for Diverse Books in Classroom Libraries
When coding books for depictions in many of the catego-
ries below (e.g., parallel cultures, gender), we relied 
exclusively on what was stated explicitly in the book itself. 
We examined both the primary text and the peritextual 
content, such as information included on dust jackets, in 
Library of Congress information, and in author’s notes. 
We divorced ourselves, as much as possible, from interpre-
tations that were based on our own assumptions when 
determining representations of identity categories. For 

example, we did not assume that a character depicted 
wearing a headdress of feathers was supposed to represent 
an American Indian person. To the contrary, in fact, we 
know that Native appropriation and “playing Indian” are 
ongoing issues in children’s literature and popular culture.

Finally, when coding books, we followed the lead of several 
previous researchers (for a more extensive discussion, see 
Crisp & Hiller, 2011) and generally focused our attention 
on leading characters (or in the case of nonfiction, leading 
subjects). We identified the person or people on whom a book 
is focused or through whom a text is presented for readers 
and grounded our coding in those representations. Although 
it is important for readers to see many shades of people in 
the background of picturebooks (those types of books are 
accounted for in the Category of Book section), we focused 
primarily on protagonists and leading figures because of our 
belief that children need to encounter stories told from the 
perspective of many different types of characters/subjects.

EXAMINING U.S. PARALLEL CULTURES

For scholars and researchers writing about representations of 
diversity in children’s books, terms such as parallel popula-

FIGURE 1 
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tions and parallel cultures are utilized as a way of describ-
ing cultural groups that have a history of marginalization in 
the United States (see, e.g., Bishop, 2003; Hamilton, 1993). 
In our research, we identified parallel cultures as including 
populations that exist within the context of the United States 
and are often included in research and scholarship about 
diverse or multicultural children’s and young adult literature. 
Although we do not claim that this is an exhaustive list of 
parallel culture identities, the populations for which we coded 
were African Americans, American Indians, Asian/Pacific 
Americans, Latino/a Americans, Middle Eastern Americans, 
and mixed-race Americans.

In these classroom libraries, only 67 books (5.7%) depicted 
at least one leading character or subject identified as 
belonging to a parallel culture—even fewer than the 
overall percentage of diverse representations reflected in 
the latest report from the CCBC (11%). As reflected in 
Figure 2, the 67 books in this category comprised a total 
of 68 representations, with 36 books (53.7%) featuring 
African Americans, seven (10.4%) featuring American 
Indians, 10 (14.9%) featuring Asian/Pacific Americans, 
13 (19.4%) featuring Latino/a Americans, and one (1.5%) 
featuring Middle Eastern Americans. One book (1.5%) 
depicted a child of mixed race, described as Japanese and 
Caucasian American; this book is also the only one that 
explicitly identified a character as Caucasian or White, 
which should not be interpreted as meaning that this is 
the only book that depicted Caucasian/White characters. 
As scholars such as Tatum (1997) have argued, individuals 
who self-identify as members of dominant cultural groups 

take their identities for granted, often assuming that there 
is no need to make them explicit.

It is important to note that because it is beyond the scope 
of this work, we did not evaluate the representations coded 
here according to quality of representation (e.g., accuracy 
of depiction, authenticity), and many of these depictions 
would be deemed problematic when examined with evalua-
tive criteria for diverse representations. For example, 
many representations of American Indians were in books 
that relied on and reinforced stereotypical and historically 
inaccurate Thanksgiving stories. Overall, 15 (71.4%) of 
the 21 classroom libraries contained at least one book with 
content or depictions widely acknowledged as being stereo-
typical, inaccurate, or otherwise problematic.

We were also interested in the genres and text formats of 
books that contained depictions of parallel cultures. Utiliz-
ing basic genre criteria described by Galda, Sipe, Liang, and 
Cullinan (2014), we found that the books depicting parallel 
cultures in these classroom libraries reflected the dominant 
genres and types of texts published about these populations 
and that have been problematized by scholars and critics 
of multicultural literature for decades (see, e.g., Harris, 
1997). For example, 85.7% of the books depicting American 
Indians were either folklore (one) or presented American 
Indian people exclusively in a historical context (five), and 
the 60 books depicting African Americans, Asian/Asian 
Pacific Americans, Latino/a Americans, and Middle Eastern 
Americans were predominantly contemporary realistic 
fiction (27 books, or 45%), historical fiction (nine books, or 

FIGURE 2 
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15%), or nonfiction (seven books, or 11.7%). There were few 
(if any) books depicting parallel cultures that fit within a 
literary genre such as science fiction or poetry.

CATEGORY OF BOOK

A related, but not identical, area is what we referred to as 
the category of book. Relying on and extending categories 
created by Sims (1982), we coded each book as melting pot 
(presenting a color-blind view of the world and/or depict-
ing people across the rainbow of cultural identities without 
acknowledging it explicitly), social conscience (written with a 
social agenda, intended to promote acceptance and harmony, 
or at least tolerance of different groups), and/or culturally 
conscious (with a primary goal of speaking to and represent-
ing the experiences of underrepresented/marginalized 
groups). When a book did not fit within any of those catego-
ries (e.g., Chicka Chicka Boom Boom by Bill Martin Jr. and 
John Archambault, 1989), we coded it as N/A (not applicable).

Obviously, this type of coding is less straightforward than 
the coding undertaken for other aspects of this project. 
The two lead authors, each with more than a dozen years 
of experience in reading about and researching issues of 
diversity, representation, and social justice in children’s and 
young adult literature, drew on their knowledge and areas 
of expertise when cataloging books as melting pot, social 
conscience, or culturally conscious. In addition, for all books 
coded as culturally conscious, the authors confirmed their 
categorizations by locating critiques and analyses from 
insider experts in the form of published reviews, research 
reports, and scholarly articles, books, and chapters (see, e.g., 
Brooks & McNair, 2008; Seale & Slapin, 2005).

Of the 1,169 books analyzed in the study, a total of 438 
books (37.5%) were coded as texts that fit within these 
classifications. As reflected in Figure 3, of these 438 
books, 263 (60%) were categorized as melting pot books, 
145 (33.1%) as social conscience books, and only 30 (6.8%) 
as culturally conscious literature. This means that of the 
1,169 books in 21 class libraries, there were only 30 books 
(2.6%, or an average of 1.4 books per classroom) coded as 
being written with a primary goal of speaking to or provid-
ing representation of the experiences of underrepresented/
marginalized cultural groups.

SES AND CLASS

When analyzing books for depictions of SES and class, 
we resisted making assumptions about occupations (e.g., 
waitress, lawyer) or descriptions and depictions of living 
environments (e.g., cities, suburbs). Instead, we only 
coded books that explicitly addressed these topics in their 
depictions and/or themes, such as books that focused on 

difficulties faced by protagonists when their caregivers could 
not afford clothing that fit them correctly or whose parents 
worried about being able to pay bills or purchase groceries. 
Books were coded as low SES or working class, middle SES 
or middle class, high SES or upper class, or N/A. As Figure 
4 indicates, 32 books (2.7%) were coded into these catego-
ries, of which 28 (87.5%) were identified as relating to low 
SES or working class representations, issues, and themes, 
three (9.4%) as relating to middle SES or middle class, and 
one (3.1%) as relating to high SES or upper class.

DIS/ABILITIES, DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES,  

AND CHRONIC ILLNESSES

Children’s literature has a history of depicting people with 
dis/abilities, developmental differences, and chronic illnesses 
within an educative frame. Authors frequently write books 
intended to teach presumably nondisabled readers about 
some of the problems with which individuals with dis/abilities 
may be confronted and have to overcome (Tal, 2001).

Only 32 books (2.7%) were coded as depicting leading charac-
ters or subjects with dis/abilities, developmental differ-
ences, and/or chronic illnesses. As reflected in Figure 5, the 
32 books in this category comprised a total of 41 different 
representations. Within those 41 representations, 25 (61%) 
were coded as being characters with dis/abilities and primar-
ily consisted of characters who wear glasses (visual impair-
ment) or are severely visually impaired or completely without 

FIGURE 3 
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SEXUAL IDENTITY

When coding for sexual identity, books coded within the 
heterosexual category included only representations of 
characters with romantic and/or sexual attractions toward/
relationships with individuals described in the text (e.g., 
through gendered pronouns) as members of the opposite sex. 
Books coded in the lesbian category were those with female 
characters described as only having romantic and/or sexual 
attractions toward/relationships with individuals depicted 
as female. The code gay was used to categorize books with 
depictions of male characters with romantic and/or sexual 
attractions toward/relationships with individuals depicted 
as biological males. The code bisexual was used to categorize 
books depicting characters of any biological sex described as 
having romantic and/or sexual attractions toward/relation-
ships with individuals of multiple biological sexes. Any 
depiction that did not fit within these categories was coded 
as other (with space to identify the representation), and 
books that did not include any romantic or sexual attrac-
tions/relationships were coded as N/A.

As Figure 6 indicates, 217 books (18.6%) were coded as 
including depictions of various sexual identities. Of those 
books, all 217 (100%) included depictions of heterosexual-
ity. Although we identified several different books written 
to inform young readers about the diversity of families and 
family structures, the invisibility of individuals with nonnor-
mative sexual identities was ultimately reinscribed: Across 
all 1,169 books, there was only one (0.09%) that included any 
reference to queer-identified people, devoting one page each 
to families that include lesbian females or gay males.

sight, people who are deaf or hard of hearing, or individuals 
using wheelchairs, braces, or canes. The 12 depictions (29.3%) 
of developmental differences are almost exclusively individu-
als with Down syndrome or autism; one book focused on 
dwarfism. Finally, the four representations (9.8%) of chronic 
illnesses were of individuals with either asthma or diabetes.

FIGURE 4 
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RELIGION

With its history of education and didacticism, it is not 
surprising that religion and religious issues are often 
present in and a part of children’s texts (Wood, 1999). As 
reflected in Figure 7, we coded the books according to any 
specific religious tradition identified in the text. Based 
on the world’s most prominent religions, we coded books 
according to the following categories: Christian, Muslim, 
Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Jewish, Baha’i, nonreligious, 
agnostic, atheist, religious/nonspecific, and other. Books 
that did not depict religion were coded as N/A.

Across all 1,169 books, only 57 (4.9%) were coded as  
featuring religion. Of those 57 books, 46 (80.7%) depicted 
Christianity, three (5.3%) depicted Jewish people, and one 
(1.8%) depicted Muslims. The remaining books included  
depictions of religion and religious traditions that were 
nonspecific (four books, or 7%) or that were categorized as 
other (three books, or 5%) and highlighted the religious 
beliefs of the Aztec, Pueblo, or Navajo people.

GENDER

The final aspect of cultural diversity for which we 
coded was gender identity. Although it reinforces binary 
constructions of language, when coding for gender 
identity, we relied on normative understandings of 
gendered nouns (e.g., girl, woman) and pronouns (e.g., she, 
he) to categorize leading characters in books as cisfemale/
ciswoman, cismale/cisman, transwoman, transman, 

ungendered, other, or (in cases in which gender identities 
were entirely absent) N/A.

As illustrated in Figure 8, 691 books (59.1%) were coded 
as featuring leading characters or subjects. Within 
these 691 books, we identified 195 (28.2%) that featured 
leading female/ciswoman characters and 370 (53.5%) 
that contained male/cisman leading characters. Although 
126 books (18.2%) included leading characters who were 
ungendered, meaning they were not assigned a gender 
identity (e.g., referred to only in the first or second person, 
referred to as “the child”), no books were coded as fitting 
the transwoman, transman, or other categories.

LANGUAGE

In addition to coding the characters and figures 
included, all 1,169 books were also coded for representa-
tions of language. Books were categorized as contain-
ing English only, other language(s) only, or multiple 
languages. Texts coded within the multiple-languages 
category included, as examples, everything from texts 
written equally in both English and Spanish to books 
written primarily in English but also including one or 
more words written in another language. As seen in 
Figure 9, 1,065 books (91.1%) in classrooms contained 
only the English language, and 22 (1.9%) were coded 
as being written exclusively in other languages (all of 
which were written in Spanish). Finally, 83 books (7.1%) 
included multiple languages, such as 49 written in 
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FIGURE 8 

Depictions of gender identity (N = 691)
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Book languages (N = 1,170)
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both Spanish and English and five written in Spanish, 
English, and other languages (Hindi, French, Italian, 
Japanese, Yiddish, or Hebrew). The remaining books 
included text written in English alongside a mixture 
of sign language, Japanese, Chinese, Hebrew, French, 
Portuguese, Latin, Russian, Vietnamese, Swahili, Igbo, 
Chamorro, Aramaic, and/or Arabic.

GENRE AND FORMAT

Finally, although not directly related to depictions of 
cultural diversity, we would be remiss if we did not 
include a brief statement about diversity of texts accord-
ing to the categories of genre and format. Because much 
of the research about the content of classroom libraries 
has centered on the lack of informational text in early-
grades settings (e.g., Duke, 2000a; Pappas, 1993), we were 
interested in uncovering whether those findings held true 
in these contemporary preschool classroom libraries. The 
work of advocates for increased informational text has been 
at the forefront of pedagogical conversations for more than 
a decade now and has resulted in sweeping and substan-
tive changes at the classroom, school, district, and policy 
levels (see, e.g., the Common Core State Standards), not 
to mention in the publishing industry, regarding the ways 
in which children’s books are addressed in research and 
selected for classroom use.

Relying once more on basic categorizations of genre and 
text format (e.g., Galda et al., 2014), we coded each book 
according to the genre(s) and format(s) it represented, with 
many books coded as belonging to more than one genre 
and/or format. For example, it was possible for a book 
to be both poetry and historical fiction or both fantasy 
and nonfiction. As represented in Figure 10, looking 
across the 1,169 books in these libraries, 65 (5.6%) were 
coded as folklore, none (0%) as science fiction, 280 (24%) 
as fantasy, 175 (15%) as contemporary realistic fiction, 
18 (1.5%) as historical fiction, and 78 (6.7%) as poetry/
rhyming. Examining text formats, 12 books (1%) were 
coded as graphic novels and 37 (3.2%) as nonpicturebooks 

Note. The N in this figure reflects the fact that some of the 1,170 books were coded 
within more than one category.
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(e.g., anthologies, novels, illustrated storybooks). Instruc-
tional books, such as concept books (texts that seek to help 
children better understand ideas, patterns, relationships, 
etc.) and nonfiction/informational texts account for 51.5% 
of all books in early childhood classroom libraries (302 and 
300 books, respectively).

Discussion
This study examined the nature of preschool classroom 
libraries with attention to representations of diverse 
cultural identities, including parallel cultures; dis/abilities, 
developmental differences, and chronic illnesses; sexual 
identities; religion; language; gender; and format/genre. 
Results suggest that across all categories explored, books 
in classroom libraries were lacking in terms of cultural 
diversity. For example, only 5.7% of these books explicitly 
depicted people identified as members of parallel cultures, 
and only 2.6% were coded as culturally conscious literature. 
Only 2.7% of books in classroom libraries included depictions 
of class and SES, with the majority of those books focusing 
on low-SES/working-class people who escape poverty and 
achieve the American dream. Similarly, another 2.7% of 
books focus on people with dis/abilities, developmental 
differences, and chronic illnesses, and the stated purpose of 
nearly all of these books is to educate presumably nondis-

abled readers. The greatest diversity was found in represen-
tations of gender, but even here, there were nearly double the 
number of male representations as compared with female, 
with even fewer ungendered depictions and no representa-
tions of transidentified people.

Because of the tenuous relationship between religion and its 
place in early childhood classrooms, we were not surprised 
that few books (4.9%) explicitly depicted religion and 
religious topics or themes. However, child readers are often 
faced with complexities related to religion and religious 
beliefs, and we believe that wider representation of various 
religious beliefs and traditions and further explorations 
of the ways in which those beliefs shape (and are shaped 
by) the lives of individuals is essential. We were also not 
surprised by the absence of books depicting lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual people: Because sexual identity is often cast as an 
issue open to debate (as opposed to a category of identity), 
teachers often try to avoid controversy by excluding these 
books from their classroom libraries. However, as Levithan 
(2004) noted, self-identifying as LGBTQ “is a fact, and must 
be defended and represented as a fact….Discrimination is 
not a legitimate point of view” (p. 44).

Our research also revealed little diversity in the 
languages represented in classroom libraries. Although 
there are numerous benefits of including multiple 
languages in early childhood and elementary-grades 
classrooms, and numerous recommendations for engaging 
children with such texts (Magruder, Hayslip, Espinosa, 
& Matera, 2013), few books demonstrating linguistic 
diversity were available to children in these classrooms. 
Because of the importance of linguistic diversity, this 
trend is disappointing for all children, particularly 
multilanguage users and emerging bilinguals.

Inconsistent with previous research on informational texts 
in early elementary classrooms (Duke, 2000a), the libraries 
in this study offered heterogeneity in terms of format/genre, 
a finding that raised a number of questions for us. Although 
demand for increased attention on nonfiction books is not 
new (see, e.g., Meltzer, 1976), in the last two decades, efforts 
for increased classroom use and presence of nonfiction, 
specifically informational texts, have been at the forefront 
of pedagogical conversations about classroom text use. In 
many ways, the research on informational text by Duke 
(2000a) parallels the level of influence of Larrick’s (1965) 
work on racial diversity in children’s literature: Although 
neither was the first to make the argument, their scholar-
ship brought these conversations into the mainstream in 
new ways. We are troubled particularly by one lingering 
question: Why is it that we seem to have been quick—16 
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years since Duke’s landmark research—to respond to the 
lack of informational text in classrooms, whereas the lack 
of cultural diversity in children’s books in classrooms is not 
much different than it was at the time of Larrick’s study 
more than 50 years ago? Although data by the CCBC, Lee & 
Low, and others may help us generate ideas about why this 
is a problem on the publishing end, ultimately, we assert 
that when it comes to classroom libraries, questions about 
why do not matter: The fact is that although we obviously 
need more diverse books to be published, quality diverse 
literature exists already, and there are things that we can 
be doing right now to improve our classroom libraries.

The research undertaken here contributes to the current 
literature base in several ways. First, despite being based 
on a limited number of classrooms and sites in a single 
metropolitan area, the consistent lack of diversity in 
books may be indicative of a wider problem facing other 
classrooms outside the parameters of the study. However, 
further research is needed to explore classroom libraries 
on a wider scale. Second, if the preschool libraries investi-
gated are characteristic of average classroom libraries at 
other levels, this highlights the primary goal of this article 
and the clearly defined need presented here, that is, to 
help all teachers and school leaders assess and diversify 
the contents of their own classroom and school libraries—
something many of us can start doing immediately.

It is easy to look at the statistics provided by organizations 
such as the CCBC and Lee & Low cited at the opening 
of this article and think to ourselves, That’s horrible! It’s 
a huge problem, but that’s not my library. My library is 
pretty good! We believe that the moment we begin to feel 
comfortable or confident in our collections or start thinking 
we are doing everything necessary or that can be done 
to create a library of diverse representations and texts is 
the moment in which we need to remind ourselves that 
this type of work is never done: We cannot acquire a set of 
books and then check “diverse classroom/school library” off 
our to-do lists. Cultural issues, relationships, languages, 
and understandings shift and change across time and 
context, and we need to be evaluating the contents of our 
libraries on an ongoing basis.

It is also easy to examine the statistics about diverse books 
and feel overwhelmed or helpless when confronted with the 
challenge of creating a diverse classroom library. Imagine, 
however, how different classrooms across the country could 
be if each of us began creating change at the most local 
level by examining and diversifying our own classroom 
libraries. We offer our approach to analyzing preschool 
classrooms as one model of how this work can be done.

Although we do not expect all teachers to systematically 
scan the barcodes of their classroom books, we suggest that 
teachers should begin looking at their classroom libraries 
through various lenses: What is included in my classroom 
library when I think about depictions of gender? How does 
my library look when I think about racial diversity? Who 
has voice and representation here? Who does not? It is 
important for school leaders and media/literary special-
ists to consider the same concerns at a schoolwide level. 
Considerations should be applied to the written words 
and illustrations of curricular content, as well as books 
purchased or selected for school libraries. Of course, we 
also want to think about the content of depictions: doing 
our best to ensure that representations are accurate, 
authentic, nuanced, and wide-ranging. When we inevitably 
identify gaps in our collections, there are resources that 
can help us continue creating libraries filled with diverse, 
high-quality books.

One place to start is by locating book awards that honor 
diverse books, authors, and illustrators. There are 
numerous awards for diverse and multicultural books, 
including several offered through the Association for 
Library Service to Children. For teachers unsure that 
a certain type of book award exists, utilizing an online 
search engine is often a fast and useful way to locate 
book awards about which we were previously unaware. 
Although it may seem obvious, there are often multiple 
awards honoring children’s books and/or creators depict-
ing the same population. Spend time exploring award 
criteria and purpose, the granting agency, and other 
parameters that can contribute to understandings of the 
various honors available.

In addition to book awards, a number of professional 
organizations (e.g., Rethinking Schools, Teaching 
Tolerance) and blogs (e.g., Latin@s in Kid Lit, American 
Indians in Children’s Literature) exist that are devoted 
to issues of diversity in schools and children’s literature. 
These websites often serve as hubs where teachers can 
learn about specific books (both exemplary texts and 
those that are problematic and should be avoided), delve 
into larger issues in children’s literature, and identify 
additional resources dedicated to diversity in classrooms 
and children’s books. Many bloggers are also active on 
social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook), providing another 
way to follow trends, engage in current conversations, and 
explore relevant issues.

There are several ways that teachers can acquire free or 
low-cost books for their classrooms. At a local level, public 
libraries (often through “Friends of the Library” sales), 
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independent bookstores, and local chapters of national 
groups and organizations (e.g., Dolly Parton’s Imagination 
Library) often distribute free books or host book drives to 
collect new and gently used books for classroom teachers. 
In many communities, local organizations are dedicated to 
redistributing new and used children’s books (e.g., Bernie’s 
Book Bank in Chicago, Philadelphia Reads Book Bank); 
find out if your community has a similar organization. 
Many teachers have found success in creating classroom 
wish lists on websites such as Amazon and Barnes & Noble 
and sharing those lists with caregivers, colleagues, and 
others who can purchase books and have them shipped 
directly to the teacher.

Crowdsourcing has become a popular means for teachers 
to obtain funding, and websites such as GoFundMe have 
created divisions specifically for teachers requesting 
funding for educational purposes. Other crowdsourcing 
websites, such as DonorsChoose.org, have been created 
specifically for K–12 educators. Grants are available that 
provide funding for classroom and school library book 
purchases (see, e.g., National Home Library Foundation, 
Snapdragon Book Foundation) and programs such as First 
Book, International Book Project, and Kids Need to Read 
provide free or low-cost books to teachers, schools, and/or 
educational programs.

We may never be able to say definitively why classroom 
libraries are not diverse, but we know why it matters: All 
children deserve to see themselves and the people they 
love represented (in multiple ways) in the books we bring 
into our classrooms. As Marley Dias, an African American 
11-year-old who launched the #1000BlackGirlBooks drive 
recently stated, “I was sick of reading about white boys 
and dogs” (as quoted in Baker, 2016, para. 5). We, as 
teachers, have an obligation to provide literary images 
that reflect the diversity of our students, as well as the 
diversity of the world. We wonder, What would happen if 

every classroom teacher collected her own data about her 
classroom library and shared that data with her principal 
and with caregivers? What could happen locally, nationally, 
and even globally if we all started taking action in our own 
classroom libraries today? �
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