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ABSTRACT
The past decade has given us an encouraglng number of
well-wyritten and "appealing childrent's books which“give an authentic
plcture of the black people in the Unit®d States in™dramatic text and
brllllant illustrations. Indeed, in this period, a whoie\gew sense of
realism has cEme into children's literature which portray urgent
social issues and attacks racial and sexual stereotypes. It is
impossible, however, to gauge the exact extent’ of these trends, s1nce
"no complete study of children's book publlshlng has been conducted
_since 1965. Despite the.efforts of many groups, it may be that th1s
flow of newly published 1nterrac1al books is slowing down. This is
one problem, but a more serious one is the apathy 'with which teachers
and, in some gcases, librarians treat this whole i1ssue. Many seem to
feel that 1nterrac1al books are only for black children, and they
.often display dn ‘almost total lack of critical ‘sense in recognizing
gross stereotypes. Even those teachers who wish to use these books
may face constraints from .administrators or the communlty. The
gre&test issue in the ‘decade ahead is not getting more "interracial
books from the publishers--important‘as that is<-but convincing all
school staff and parents to brlng these books t¢ the children.
(Ruthor/SL)
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The past décadevhas given us an encouraging number of well-
N
urltten and appeallng chlldren S books which contrlbute to

thelr understandlng of and sympathy toward our multiracial

,WOrld.v In this perlod, a number ofygstablished authors mgved
_ 'into‘the ﬁulﬁiraciaiﬂsceﬁe; Janice Udry, for'example, with -
. What Mery Jo Shared (1966), Natalle Savage Carlson Wth Ann
QAurelia’and Dorothy (1968),‘and Q;1v1a Coolidge with Come by
,Here (1970). pNéw authéfs madé\dramaﬁio'entfy into the field-’

Vlrglnla Hamliton with eely in 1967 and House of Dies Drear

in 1968 for example, and June Jordan with Who ﬁook at Me in

" 1969 and His Own Where in 1970. John Steptoe's Stev1e (1969) -

brought the black ididm'into thgﬁslgple plcture storg. Nikki
G%ovanni and Tucille Clifton, both biack‘poets, created poetry
for picture books. Arnold Adoff compiled several anthologies_'
of black poetry.

| "And this is only a sampling of the children's books pub—
lished during the past ten years”whlch glve'anrauthentlc'plcturé.‘
of black peoale of the Unlted States in dramatic text and |
brilliant lllumtratlons..

The paintings of Jobn Steptoe for his books and those of

Evaline Ness ?og—the‘narrative verses of Lucille Clifton show

truly black chiléren, proud of their blackness, and no mistake
. .
about it. l
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From this sampling, it would be eaSy to assume that among 

the children's bocks published in the decade 1965-75, a large

. proportion accurately reflect our multiracial,'multiethnic

society.

I must remind you that was the assumptlon in 1965, too.

e re301ced 1n Roosevelt Grady by Louisa R. Shotweli. And The

gz 2 and Whlstle for Wlllle by Ezra Jack Keatse Dorothy

Sterling's Mary Jane was a welcome addltlon to our lists of
interracial books for: chlldren.b“ |

But a careful tally of trade books published by 90 1 rcent
of thé members af the Children's Boqk Coﬁncil during the yeérs,

1962, 1963, and 1964, showed that of the 5,206 trade books for

- children brought out by these publishers, only 6.7 percent
included one or more Negroes. And only four-fifths of ome

- percent showed American Negroes of the‘preseht day. This came as

. { . 4 |
a shock t0 many who assumed that the law ef school integration

prevailed in recent books published for children. The number

' of interracial books for -children published in that three-year'

period was not large enoggh to crack the dominant pattern of the
all-white world of childrer's Dbooks. |

I know of no such taily since 1965. And unléss»all‘bQOKS’
are checked, title by title, it would be impossible to afrive;
at any valid generalization about the progress we have or have
not made. I wish such a check could be undertaken.

We.do know thét thig decade has seen expénsion in the

s

annual total of children's books published and now ccunsiderable




‘belt-tightening., Improved printing processes have increased.

the use of offset ppinting, thus facilitating the presentation

' of varying skin tones impossible with letter-press printing from

line drawings. More black authors and artists have been drawn
into .the ehildren's book field. Greater realism shows ﬁp at

all levels from the black English of John Steptoe;s simple

stories to the bold street language of A Hero Ain't'Nothing

,but a Sandwich by Alice Childress for teenagers.

In this perlod, the same sympathet¢c realism has been
given free relgn in chlldren s books about Varlous ethnic groups-—;
North Amerlcan Indians, Chlcanos, and Puerto Ricans, for example.-
Slmllarly a number of books have attempted to break the sex role
stereotypes prevalllng in ouresoclety and hence in many children's
books.

Indeed, a whole new range of topics has emerged in the

children's book field: mental retardation, obesity, homosexuality,

‘p.regnancy, abortion, desertion, divorce, drugs, alcoholism, old

age, and death, for example. It is not unusual to find seversal
of these themes entwined in the plot of a single book for young

teenagers. Have these very urgent social and personal issues

. taken precedence over interracial books on publishers' lists and

library shelvesﬁ
I don't see all of the books publlshed for children by any

means. And I haVe made no attempt to keep a record of titles

" which reviewers tell us deal with our multiracial world. Bﬁth

do exaﬁine the books in carton affer carton received regularly
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from six of the p§perback book clubs, ana I must report that

I flnd feu books that show a black face on the 00ver or hlnt

at multiracial contenta S ‘ -“',‘- .  ;@’. ’ . )

Thls year as a mﬁmber of the. Ghlldren‘é Book Awaxd Commlttee
of the Internatlonal Readlng Assccmatlon, I saw the 1974 books
by new authors——first or second boohs. As I recall the’ llsts;'

, only ﬁhree were about black children:. .one a plcture book -about

&

chllaren in ngerla, the other two about black'chlldren in the

. United States. mhese were %hree of the most appeallng and best |
written of the books submltted to the commlttee. Eut three is a:
very slim proportlou of afz of the books that came 1n. |

I am fearful ‘that the flow of neuly pub’lshed 1nterraclal
books for chllgren is slowzng down. Eesplte the efforts of the
Council on Interracial Books for Chlldren‘andvof many publlshens,
we do not have enough highly reaéaﬁlé,tsteréotjpe—frée“booké
whicﬁ‘ﬁill contribute to dhiidren's understandipé.and sympathy
toward our:mﬁltiracial world.

This is one problem. But é more serious problem, it seems
to me, is the apathy with which teachers and, in some Cases,
librarisns treat this whole issue. I teach in an area whichfis
4predominantly white but With a rapidly growing Pﬁertd'Rican
_population.d In 12 years I have had only two Blaék'teacherS*iﬁ
my graduaté courses in children's 1iﬁerature. o

The initial reéponse of wy white teachérs to en interracial

book is, "That's fine for black children, but we have no blaéks

in our school."




~authors;'I asked whether this teacher ever read the poetry of

.classes with any concern for w1den1nw the horizons of hcr puplls

‘stereotypes. Invariably they report pcsitively on' I'm Glad I'm

‘planner, the girl the docile follower. - Mfhe kids like it,"

there comes the recurrent explanation, "But the kids love it."

o

When this comment was made about a book of poetry’by black .

A. A. Milhe to her. thlrd raders. "Yes, he is a favorite,"
she said. "But Milne was an Engllshman," I noted "and your .
children are not." '

"What sbout hailu?" I probed. "They love it," came the
regponse. "Your childfen éren't Ja§§nese. How can you read
them Japanese poetry?" ®

I madermy~pdint but I, find_that with each new seﬁester's

group I have to start agaln. 'Almost no.student comes inte myh

through stories, folk literature, or poetry about blacks or
Puerto Ricans. . ' - : A
Furthermore, I find an almos® total lack of critical sense

when these teachers reaé books which to mé are marred by gross
v 4

a Boy: I'm Glad I'm a Glrl w1thout QUCSblonl g the point that 4

the. boy is @ doctor, the girl a nurse, the boy is the doer and

they say, and that seems to be enougﬁ.

Charlle and che Chocolate Bactory never raises a sign of

doubt untll I point out the plight of the factory worLers, the
belittling names used throughout, and all the rest. Even after

a carefully planned discussion of such factors in the bool,

ALgain that seems to be enough.




My students aré all college graduates. Mbst of éhem have
had an'pndergraduate course in'children's 1iterature.: They
know. the names bf tﬁe Newbery winners, but they have not
approached any children's 5ook critically. - When T report the
controversy over Sounder,‘some blécks praising it and some
_bltterlj critical, they are non-plussed. They don't expect
anyone 0 questlon a book that won the Newbery Medal.

In several Lnstangeg,-teachers who have built up some
appfeciation §f multiracial books have found themselves blocked
by school adninistrators. One substltute teacher took Jacob

Lawrence'~ Harriet and the Promlseﬁ Land to schoolnto introduce

in a studygof the Civil War period. . But on ‘the way to class

she happened to. show thé’book to the principal whé quickly
recommended that thé boock not'be,used. "Aftér all," he said,
"it would be a violation of the Supreme Court rullnw about
rellglous teachlnw " The tedcher acquleuced, and when she
reported the 1n01dent‘;n my class the other students agreed thét
she did the right thing. "You can't offend the principél," they
argued. I doubt that that priﬂdipal would have objected to
Harriet if she had been picturedkas white and beautiful. And

I an sure he is one whose life is dedicated to not rocking the"
‘boat. { | '

' | " Recently I met with feading speciaiists from 23 school
districts in Pennsylvania for a four—hour‘poéfry workshop. I

had sent out a bibliography~ih advance and asked them to bring

in as many of these titles as they had on their library shelves.




" Pennsylvania.
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Among these hundreds of books, I rfound oﬁly threc books of

black poetry: dJune Jordan's Who Look at Me, Langston Hughes's

Don't You Turn Back,and Arnold‘Adoff's anthology, I Am the Darker

,Brother. The readlng spe01a11sts were amazed that I might think .

books of black. poetry would be appropriate for the white children.
who prevail in Lancaster and Manheim, Pennsylvaniae.
Thes¢ are people who deplore preaudlce and censorship.
et through‘fallure to purchase multiracial books or to raise
questions about the biés and stereotypes fhat appear in certain
booké, they create the Qlimaue of pr oaudlce and censorship. To
mne ﬁhis i3 the most difficuld sltuatlon to cope with because it
is conceaied béhind a sniling facade of democra%ic practices.
Recently a citiééns committee in Ban@br, Pennsyivania, has

discoveredtﬂichard wright's Black Boy, originally published 30

‘years amo, and now in the high school library collection. 3e-

cause it contains several of whai the committee calls "undesirable

 words," action.is being taken to force the school board to remove

the book from thé shelves. So farvthé school board is standing
firm, the faculty is insisting that the book should be retained
as a moderﬁ classic which is available for those who wanbt to read
it, and wvarious narents have written étrong leﬁters £0 the

editor of the local paper protesting ection of. the citizens
commlttee.' In the nmeantime, the book is enjoying unprecedented

T

readership in this all-white slate quarry town in eastern




. easier to fight than the quiet undercover censorship resulting

"and school administrators, or the prevailing fear of rocking

Such bold public censorship--or attempt at censorship-~is
from narrow selection policies, the limited visioh of teachers

the boat.

- Someone in Bangor was sensitive enoush to decide tThat

Biack‘Box should be purchased for white high school students to
read. Someone else in the same position might never have
thought of this as a book for white youngsters and would tﬁns
have avoided the conflict now raging in that community. Another .
person in the same'position might have reasoned that it would be
better to avéid the possibility of controversy and leave Black ' ?
Boy o the schools of Harlem. In either case, 'the children of
Bangor would have Dbeen the losers. : |

I have. come to think that the Zreatest issue we face in’thg'
decade szhead is not zetting more interracial books from the
publishers——impbrtant as that is--, but is encouraging all

teachers, 1ibrafians, school administrators and parents to welcome

such books because of their multiracial content and to introduce /
, ‘ o /

" . . ! R . . /

then to young readexs for discussion, criticism, and appreciation’

-/
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This to me is the great social responsibility which st
s

of their ethnic quality.

I

T T

be shouldered by all who meet.with teachers, librarians, gdhdbl

adninistrators, and parents today. y
. ~




