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As some of you know, I volunteer in a library in my neighborhood K-8 school. Also, I tutored K 

and 1st graders in reading there for a couple of years prior to volunteering in its library. I very 

much enjoy being involved in young children’s learning to read.  

That’s a big reason why I was disturbed by a recent article in the magazine Teaching Tolerance, 

a quarterly magazine by the Southern Poverty Law Center. It referenced a study by two 

academics of some popular children’s literature—including the Dr. Seuss books—that reveal 

racist themes.  

Some of Seuss' classics were criticized for the way they portray people of color. In his book And 

To Think That I Saw It On Mulberry Street, for example, a character described as Chinese has 

two lines for eyes, carries chopsticks and a bowl of rice, and wears traditional Japanese-style 

shoes. Also, in Seuss’ If I Ran the Zoo, two men said to be from Africa are shown shirtless, 

shoeless and wearing grass skirts as they carry an exotic animal.  

On the one hand, I feel like this type analysis and interpretation is superficial. The bigger 

messages in Dr. Seuss’ books are kindness and compassion. I would hope that these bigger 

messages would overcome the caricatures. On the other hand, we are learning how formative 

the early, pre-reasoning years of our lives are. Do these portrayals of the characters teach 

children racial stereotypes even when the message of compassion is also there? 

This issue is a lively one among some childhood educators. And the Dr. Seuss’ books are far 

from the only classics now identified as racist: Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn inserts the N-

word over 200 times. Laura Ingalls Wilder recounts how her family’s move to the prairie was 

where there were “no people. Only Indians lived there.” J.M. Barrie’s story of Peter Pan depicts 

Native Americans as “piccaninny warriors,” who speak in grunts. Charlie and the Chocolate 

Factory by Roald Dahl introduces the “Oompa Loompas,” small orange people, as “happy 

slaves.” And Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden portrays Black and native peoples as 

not respectable, “not people.” (These references were drawn from an April 2019 review by Lara 

Walsh on Insider.com, a lifestyle and news web site.)  



Beyond these examples from the classics of children’s literature, there is a bigger question of 

the extent to which people of color are portrayed at all in children’s literature. In that regard, I 

was happy to find that there has been at least one systematic effort to document, as well as to 

identify, whether the authors were persons of color. The effort began in 1985, after a 

committee to choose authors for a Coretta Scott King Award event found that of the 2,500 

books published that year, only 18 were created by African Americans. 

Since 1985, one of the organizations involved in this discovery was the Cooperative Children’s 

Book Center (CCBC), School of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison, which conducted an 

annual compilation of data on books by and about people of color (and since 1994, by and 

about First/Native Nations peoples) published for children and teens. They present a 

description of their history and methodology, as well as all the annual counts on their web site, 

https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/pcstats.asp.  

Because there are numbers for each year from 1985 for children and young adult books by 

African American authors or illustrators, I checked to see what trends there might be. As noted 

above, in 1985 only 18 of the 2,500 books fit that description. That is less than 1%. The highest 

percentage year since then is 2018, with 5.5%. However, the trend exhibits many ups and 

downs from one year to the next. Furthermore, the highest percentage of 5.5% still does not 

match the percentage of African Americans in the population, estimated by the Gallup poll to 

be around 10%. One mission of the CCBC is to encourage more African Americans to author or 

illustrate books for children. And while the CCBC only began systematic analysis of the content 

of the books they have counted, I believe that the assumption is as more writers/illustrators are 

people of color, the greater the chance that their perspectives will be manifest in their books. 

Thus, starting with a strong concern that children’s literature might be another force for racism, 

I have ended up with some comfort that racist themes are being exposed. Now I myself just 

have to be careful to preview the books I am reading to those little children who are so happy 

to be coming over from their classrooms to their school library to explore the world of 

children’s literature. 
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