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ABSTRACT

This dissertation studied the roles that small, independent publishing companies 

see themselves playing in the field of multicultural children’s books, and the challenges 

and issues they face in publishing these books. 

Five independent presses located in the greater Southwest that publish 

multicultural children’s books were selected to be interviewed, along with several authors 

and a bookstore owner.  Interviews were conducted to learn about each company’s 

mission and history; the audience for multicultural children’s books and how these 

presses market to that audience; how the press selects authors and illustrators; why 

presses publish bilingual books; what the national trends are in children’s book 

publishing; and what the future holds for multicultural children’s books. 

Children’s book publishing has changed over the past several decades, with 

publishing companies being bought up by conglomerates that require higher rates of 

return, resulting in publishers looking to create books as brands rather than as quality 

literature. A branded book could be written by a celebrity with an instantly recognizable 

name;  feature an instantly recognizable character; or possess the potential for creating 

marketing tie-ins such as toys and movies. This trend has particularly affected 

multicultural children’s books that generally appeal to a smaller market.

Small publishing companies have continued to publish multicultural children’s 

books and are recognized for the quality of these books. The major contributions these 

small presses make are that they
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• continue to seek out and publish new authors and illustrators from minority 

ethnic groups;  

• pay attention to the cultural backgrounds of the authors and illustrators they 

publish; 

• develop close relationships with educators who want books for children of 

color in their schools;  

• educate sellers and buyers about the benefits of multicultural children’s 

books;  

• continue to publish bilingual books when national companies do not; 

• provide resources for literacy programs in their communities; and 

• serve as risk takers in the world of children’s publishing. 

While national publishing companies may continue to follow the money, 

independent presses are committed to providing all children with quality literature.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Over the past twenty to thirty years, the nature of children’s book publishing has 

changed dramatically. Up until the 1970s, publishing companies committed themselves to 

producing quality literature, and a company’s backlist – those classics that could be 

published over and over – provided the funds needed to publish promising new authors 

who might in turn produce classics. Authors and their publishers developed close, 

personal relationships, so up-and-coming authors were often nurtured through their first 

two or three books. This all changed, however, when the smaller companies were bought 

up by large conglomerates, corporations that are more interested in turning a profit than 

in creating quality literature. In order to have their publishing franchises meet the same 

kinds of profits as their toy and video game franchises, these large companies began to 

look for ways to sell as many books as quickly as possible.

Whereas before publishers could publish a book that would sell simply because it 

had merit as good literature, now there is a greater push to find books that have the 

potential for creating marketing tie-ins – movies, toys, clothing, bedding, school supplies, 

cereal – the list goes on and on. Publishing companies look for multiple ways to make 

money from one book; in fact, critics such as Taxel and Ward (2000), Hade (2002), and 

Gauch (2003) claim that many recently published children’s books are more about selling 

a commodity than they are about selling a good read. Examples of children’s book 

characters that have become major commodities include Peter Rabbit, Winnie the Pooh, 

Arthur, Madeline, Clifford the Big Red Dog, Curious George, and, of course, Harry 
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Potter (while it is difficult to determine how much the entire Harry Potter phenomenon 

has grossed, J. K. Rowling herself has become a billionaire). There is also a tendency 

among major publishing companies to convince people with name recognition, such as 

movie and television stars and even sports celebrities, to write books for children. All of 

these methods are referred to as “branding” – creating books that are easily recognizable 

as a name brand. These books are displayed prominently in massive bookstores such as 

Barnes and Noble or Borders, but as soon as the interest dies down in them, they are 

removed from these prominent displays to make room for the next brand name book. 

While these “branded” books have demonstrated remarkable sales potential, their 

literary quality is often questionable. Engelhardt (1991), in his ground-breaking article 

“Reading May be Harmful to your Kids,” studied the list of top-selling children’s books 

in Publisher’s Weekly for a two-month period and was disturbed by what he found: 

formulaic books with stories that occurred only in the here and now and that contained 

characters that were more a mass of traits than flesh-and-blood people.  Said Engelhardt, 

“All told, whatever might be wondrous or inexplicable to a child has simply been 

eliminated” (p. 56). This new trend means that many of today’s children’s books 

represent tepid storytelling, with characters who don’t demonstrate a maturation process 

during the course of the story and with thin plotlines that have no emotional tension 

(Elleman, 1995).

This new approach to publishing has particularly affected the market for 

multicultural children’s books. The decade of the 1980s saw a surge in the number of 

books written by and about people of color, but the interest in publishing multicultural 
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books now seems to have died down, with the gigantic publishing companies moving on 

to the next fad, which currently appears to be young adult fantasy fiction. While many 

quality multicultural books were published during the 1980s, the number of these books 

continues to be comparatively low.

Happily, there is hope for children’s books that feature multicultural cultural

themes and characters that are written by people of color, and that hope lies in small, 

independent publishing companies. In the last 20 years, more and more independent book 

publishers have been publishing books for and about people of color and are cultivating 

new authors from African-American, Native American, Asian-American, and Hispanic 

backgrounds. While the larger corporations’ goals are to make as much profit as possible, 

smaller companies focus on producing quality literature that not only provides children 

from minority groups the opportunity to see themselves in books, but that also appeals to 

all children, regardless of race. According to Marcus (1997), small publishing companies 

play such a vital role in children’s book publishing that perhaps “the future belongs to 

them” (p. 67).

While smaller publishing companies represent a positive trend in children’s book 

publishing, they face many challenges in meeting their goal of providing quality 

multicultural children’s literature and surviving in the publishing world at the same time. 

Since they cannot hire “name” authors, they must rely on finding the right audience and 

marketing successfully to that audience to sell their books. They must seek out authors 

and illustrators who often have not published children’s books, and who are more 

interested in producing quality literature through a small publisher than in possibly 
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“striking it rich” by publishing books with a large company. In order to ensure that their 

books portray the lives of children from minority ethnic backgrounds faithfully and 

honestly, small companies must pay closer attention to whether or not an author 

represents the culture of the story authentically. Independent publishers must know what 

is occurring in the publishing world at the national level, and must also understand their 

niche market in order to continue to sell their books and to survive as a smaller 

publishing house.

So, while there is currently a need for more books written for children of color, 

the larger, national companies have been focusing their attention on books that they 

believe have a mass appeal, including books that are written by celebrities or that have 

marketing tie-ins. Small, independent publishing companies, however, are publishing 

multicultural children’s books to fill the current demand. The contributions that small 

presses are making to the world of children’s literature is not going unnoticed; according 

to Sachs (1994), small publishing companies continue to seek out “the outstanding story 

that is still market worthy” (p. 36) and, because they need to sell only as many as 5,000 

copies to have a bestseller, can publish fewer books that represent better quality than 

those published by the national companies.

Purpose of the Study

This dissertation studies what role small publishing companies believe they play 

in the field of multicultural children’s literature, and the challenges and issues they face 

in publishing these books.  Generally, children’s books published by national companies 

receive more national attention through advertising and reviews than do books published 
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by smaller companies, so that trends in children’s book publishing are marked by what is 

happening at the national level. Contributions that smaller, independent companies make 

are often overlooked. However, these small companies play a critical role in publishing 

quality children’s literature, particularly literature that is written by people who represent 

minority cultural groups and that contains stories, characters, and themes that realistically 

portray the lives and experiences of children of color. 

Much of the current research on multicultural children’s books has consisted of 

descriptions and reviews of these books and their authors or on quantitative studies of the 

number of books printed each year by people from Hispanic, Native American, Asian 

American, and African American cultures (Larrick, 1965; Sims, 1987; Horning, K., 

Lingren, M., Rudiger, H., & Schliesman, M., 2004). The research for this dissertation 

consists of interviews conducted with staff people at small, independent book publishers, 

authors of multicultural children’s books, and the owner of an independent children’s 

book and toy store in order to understand how multicultural books for children come to 

be written, published, and marketed. Thus, by examining the business of publishing 

multicultural children’s books, one focus of this dissertation is to understand the 

economic nature of children’s book publishing, particularly as it relates to books that 

would appeal to a smaller, more disenfranchised market.  

The idea for this dissertation emerged from my own interest in children’s 

literature as a literary genre. As a child I read voraciously and as an adult I continue to 

read and enjoy children’s books as literature. Several courses taken during my graduate 

studies led to my interest in focusing on multicultural children’s literature for this 
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dissertation. My masters degree in American Indian Studies has given me a greater 

understanding of the issues faced by Native American people and how they have been 

portrayed in the media, including television, movies, newspapers, and children’s books. 

While many children’s books have been written over the years that feature Native 

American people and themes, few have been written by Native Americans, with the result 

being that most of these books have represented Native Americans unrealistically, usually 

in a stereotypical or derogatory manner. I continued conducting research on Native 

American children’s books in a class entitled “Multicultural Children’s Literature” in the 

Language, Reading, and Culture Department at the University of Arizona’s College of 

Education.  In this course, we studied the concept of the cultural authenticity of authors 

and illustrators of children’s books. Cultural authenticity refers to the ability of a writer 

or illustrator to portray a particular culture realistically and authentically, whether or not 

he or she is a member of that culture. Finally, the two courses I took, “Qualitative 

Research Methods” and  “Social Justice and Multicultural Education,” led to my interest 

in conducting a qualitative research project where I could utilize interviews to learn more 

about a specific question. This dissertation represents my interest in children’s literature 

as a genre, the children’s book publishing industry, multicultural children’s literature, and 

qualitative research methods.

Research Questions

• What do small publishing companies see as their role in the field of multicultural 

children’s books? 
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• What have been the issues and challenges faced by these small presses in publishing 

and selling multicultural children’s books?  

Significance of the Study

This dissertation provides critical information for K-12 teachers and librarians 

who are committed to providing their students with quality literature that reflects not only 

their daily lives but the changing nature of our society today. Small presses offer teachers 

and librarians a vital alternative to the branded children’s books published by national 

companies, especially since they are willing to publish more multicultural children’s 

books.  Small presses who have developed a reputation for publishing quality children’s 

books are also valuable resources to teachers and educators who want quality literature 

for their children but who don’t have a lot of time to devote to researching where to find 

such books.

This dissertation can inform scholars of multicultural education and literature 

about the current state of children’s book publishing, both at a national and regional level.  

While national companies focused on publishing more books that were written by people 

of color and that featured multicultural characters and themes during the 1980s, they lost 

interest in such books during the 1990s, so there continues to be a lag in the number of 

multicultural children’s book that are published each year. Small companies are helping 

to fill this gap, and are particularly interested in encouraging more people from Hispanic, 

Native American, African American, and Asian American backgrounds to write stories 

for children. 
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Finally, the interviews collected for this dissertation could be beneficial to people 

from multiethnic backgrounds who are interested in writing or illustrating children’s 

books. While trying to get noticed and subsequently published by a national company can 

be a frustrating and ultimately discouraging process, aspiring children’s book authors and 

illustrators can turn to small publishing companies, who are not just willing but eager to 

discover and publish new talent from minority ethnic backgrounds. Probably the most 

important role played by these small presses in the field of multicultural children’s 

literature is that they are continually seeking and publishing new authors and illustrators 

from multicultural backgrounds. Whether these new authors and illustrators are 

ultimately published by national companies, or whether they continue to produce quality 

multicultural children’s books through small, independent publishers, the result is an 

increase in the number of people writing from a culturally authentic stance. With more 

people of color writing multicultural children’s books, it becomes more difficult for 

national companies to justify the current practice of publishing multicultural children’s 

books written by people from the white majority. 

Definition of Terms

Multicultural Children’s Literature: Children’s books that feature themes dealing with 

minority ethnic cultures, have protagonists from a minority ethnic group, or that are 

written and/or illustrated by people from ethnic minority backgrounds, primarily Native 

American, African American, Hispanic, or Asian-American groups.

Independent Press: A small book publisher that is not connected to a national or 

multinational publishing house.
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Cultural Authenticity: A complex term that deals with the ability of a writer or illustrator 

to portray a particular culture realistically and authentically, whether or not he or she is a 

member of that culture.  

Branding: The current practice national publishing companies use to sell children’s 

books – either having a “brand name” author who has immediate name recognition such 

as Madonna or Jerry Seinfeld write books for children or publishing books featuring 

recognizable characters, or to the general practice of publishing books that have the 

potential for marketing tie-ins such as movies, toys, video games, and other commodities.

Limitations of the Study

This dissertation is not meant to be a comprehensive study of all small, 

independent presses around the country that publish multicultural children’s books, nor 

does it represent a sample of these companies that are located throughout the United 

States. This dissertation focuses on several small publishing companies located in the 

greater Southwest (Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California). Since they are located 

in the southwest, these companies tend to publish books that mainly feature Hispanic 

characters and themes and, to a lesser extent, Native American characters and themes. 

Only one company, Children’s Book Press, had any significant number of books in its 

catalogue that featured Asian-American and African American characters and themes.  

Since all the companies included in this dissertation were selected because of their 

geographic location, one independent press that is particularly well-known for its mission 

to publish books for children of color, Lee & Low books, was excluded from this 

research because it is located in New York. 
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Dissertation Organization

This dissertation is organized into the following chapters. Chapter Two consists of 

a literature review of the nature of children’s book publishing in general and the 

publishing of multicultural children’s books in particular. It first examines the general 

publishing history of children’s books and the current practice of national companies to 

turn books into commodities by creating brands and of hiring celebrity authors to write 

children’s books. It then discusses the history and current state of multicultural children’s 

literature. To understand the current state of multicultural children’s literature better, this 

chapter includes two current debates surrounding multicultural children’s literature: the 

debate over the cultural authenticity of authors and illustrators, and the debate concerning 

the value of bilingual books, which includes the challenges publishers face in producing 

bilingual books. The chapter concludes with a literature review of the roles that small, 

independent publishing houses play in contributing to the field of children’s literature.

Chapter Three provides a discussion of the methods used in conducting the 

research for this dissertation, including a description of the qualitative methods used; a 

discussion of how the interview questions were developed and how the companies to be 

interviewed were selected; a description of the interview process; and a discussion of 

how the gathered data was organized into themes.

Chapter Four covers the interview analysis. Information gathered from the 

interviews was analyzed to determine major themes. Conducting the analysis garnered six 

overall themes that emerged from the interviews, themes that are tied to the two research 

questions: 
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• What do small publishing companies see as their role in the field of multicultural 

children’s books? 

• What have been the issues and challenges faced by these small presses in 

publishing and selling multicultural children’s books?  

The themes that emerged from an analysis of the interviews are: 

• How the history and mission of each publishing company contribute to their 

commitment to publishing multicultural children’s books; 

• who the audience is for these books and what methods the companies use to 

reach these audiences; 

• how the companies find and select authors and illustrators and how the 

companies approach the issue of cultural authenticity of their authors and 

illustrators; 

• why these companies choose to publish bilingual children’s books and how 

they face the challenges inherent in publishing and marketing bilingual books; 

• how these small companies compare themselves to the larger, national 

companies; and 

• what the companies envision as their future in publishing multicultural 

children’s books. 

Each of these themes is examined separately in this chapter to determine what their 

implications are for the questions of what small presses see as their role in the field of 

children’s literature and what issues and challenges they have faced in publishing 

children’s books.
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Chapter Five provides a summary of the research conducted for this dissertation 

and answers the original research questions. It also examines the implications this 

research has for multicultural children’s books;  small, independent book publishing 

companies; authors and illustrators of multicultural children’s literature; and teachers and 

librarians. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications this dissertation 

has for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

The saddest thing about this phenomenon is simply that children, buying 
these books, have no way of knowing that they are being shortchanged by 
grown-ups; for where children are deepest, least reachable, most 
unnerving, is exactly where this world of books is becoming shallower, 
more obvious, more expectable, and yet is weighing more heavily on the 
young. (Engelhardt, 1991, p. 62)

This chapter examines the trends in children’s book publishing that have led to 

the current state of the availability and quality of children’s books. To begin to 

understand the role that small, independent book publishers play in the field of children’s 

literature, the history of children’s book publishing, including the current state of the 

industry, must be examined. The first section of this chapter reviews the history of 

children’s book publishing in the United States that has led to the current national trend, 

that of creating “brands” for children’s books. The next section reviews the history and 

current availability of multicultural literature for children. This review encompasses two 

topics that are associated with multicultural children’s books: the debate over the cultural 

authenticity of children’s book authors and illustrators, and the issues surrounding the 

publication and use of bilingual children’s books. Cultural authenticity refers to the 

ability of an author or illustrator to realistically and honestly represent culture, whether or 

not the author or illustrator is a member of the cultural group being portrayed in the book.  

Finally, this chapter reviews the contributions that small publishing companies have 

made to the field of children’s books in general and multicultural children’s books 

specifically. 
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History and Current State of Children’s Books

According to Zipes (2001), literature for children existed as far back as the 

Middle Ages, although only 5% of children could read up until the 18th century. It wasn’t 

until printing technology and the commercial distribution of books improved in the 18th

century that booksellers began to carry more books for children. At the same time, the 

literacy rate of children was improving and, with the emergence of the middle class, the 

establishment of public schools created a greater emphasis on learning to read and write. 

Due to all these factors, publishers began printing more books for children, particularly 

books of fiction. In these early days, says Zipes, publishers were not looking to make a 

profit as much as they believed that books for children should improve their morals, 

instruct them about specific subjects, and delight them. Religious and education groups 

often paid publishers to publish books for children, so that many of the books for children 

that were published in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century “tended to be overtly 

religious, didactic, and serious” (p. 46). 

Children who could read were mainly from the aristocratic and middle classes, 

and, since books were expensive, children rarely bought them for themselves. Instead, 

books were given to children primarily as gifts for special occasions. Generally, children 

read from the Bible, books from their parent’s library, books that were selected for them, 

or books that someone chose to read aloud to them. Children did not choose their own 

reading material (Zipes, 2001). 

However, as more and more children became literate during the nineteenth 

century, the nature of publishing books for children changed. Zipes writes that having 
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books demonstrated one’s ability to read, and that this ability became in turn a measure of 

one’s standing in society. Thus,  the “design and appearance of the book became 

increasingly important because, as a commodity, the book signified something about the 

character of the person using it” (p. 47). As the market for children’s books grew towards 

the end of the nineteenth century, publishers even began using colorful covers and 

illustrations to entice parents to purchase books for their children.  

As early as the seventeenth century, publishers were struggling to make money by 

publishing children’s books. Hade, Paul, and Mason (2003) ascribe this struggle to the 

fact that schoolbooks were becoming popular in the late eighteenth century, and they 

required maps and diagrams, which made them more expensive to print. Children’s book 

publishers in the early nineteenth century, including Benjamin Tabart and William 

Godwin, could not sell the books cheaply enough and often went into bankruptcy. To 

improve the profit margins on publishing children’s books, publishers often used toys to 

help sell their books: 

[Today’s] synergistic relationship between toys and books is much as it 
was in the eighteenth century. For example, Mary Cooper’s The Child’s 
New Plaything: Being a Spelling Book Intended to make Learning to Read 
a Diversion not a Task (1742) contained a set of alphabet tiles, like 
Scrabble tiles designed in accord with the pedagogical principles of John 
Locke, for “cheating” children into reading without any beating them [sic]. 
And John Marshall published several sets of miniature libraries; little 
cabinets with tiny books, including one set designed so that a child/ could 
ostensibly teach a doll to read. (Hade, Paul, & Mason, pp. 138-139)

Even John Newbery, the early 19th century British bookseller whose name is now 

synonymous with quality children’s literature, used tie-ins to sell his books. In 1744 he 
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published his first book for children, A Little Pretty Pocket-Book, and sold it along with a 

pincushion and ball (Hade, Paul, & Mason, 2003).

Books as Brands

Creating tie-ins with book characters is a strategy that book publishers and sellers 

have used for centuries to make their books more attractive to the people – adults and 

children – who buy them. However, there is concern that this practice has gotten so out of 

control in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries that publishers have lost sight 

of the goal of publishing to produce good literature and have turned it instead into a 

commodity driven empire. 

Tom Engelhardt (1991) published an article in Harper’s entitled “Reading may be 

harmful to your kids,” in which he was the first voice of caution to suggest that the new 

corporate owners of publishing houses such as Bertelsmann (parent company of Random 

House) and Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation (parent company of HarperCollins) 

were so intent on spinning toys, clothing, and recordings off of children’s books to make 

more profit that “the ‘book’ has, in a sense, been freed from the page and can now be 

encountered in an almost unending variety of audio, video, play, and fashion formats. In 

the same sense, the habits of reading, listening, viewing, playing, dressing, and buying 

have come more and more to resemble one another” (p. 58). Books, said Engelhardt, had 

become just another product, and reading just another method of consumption.  Hade 

(2003) claims that “few of us took Engelhardt very seriously then” (p. 78), especially 

given the history of using tie-ins to sell books and given the fact that the new marketing 

strategies encouraged children to read, and that was the goal all along. Right?
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However, writes Hade (2003), “A decade later, Clifford, Arthur, the Magic 

School Bus, Madeline, Curious George, Peter Rabbit, Harry Potter, and scores of other 

book characters have been stamped, stitched, webbed, printed, woven, filmed, and 

recorded into a seemingly endless range of products. It may still be business as usual, but 

what constitutes usual business is much, much different from anything we’ve seen 

before” (p. 78).

Hade, Paul and Mason (2003) claim that the corporate children’s book publishing 

companies are now longer interested in merely publishing quality children’s literature, 

but rather in developing brands. In developing a brand, the authors say, the corporations 

that own the publishing companies put less focus on creating books; instead they 

emphasize selling a brand. To these larger publishing houses, “a Clifford key ring is no 

different from a Clifford book. Each is a ‘container’ for the idea of ‘Clifford.’ Each 

‘container’ is simply a means for a child to experience ‘Cliffordness.’ In this world there 

is no difference between a book and a video or a CD or a T-shirt or a backpack” (p. 140). 

What this does, the authors (2003) argue, is to turn children not into readers but rather 

into consumers, and the practice encourages children not so much to read for recreational 

or enjoyment purposes, but rather to consume for consumption’s sake. Whether you are 

reading the book about your favorite character, or watching a DVD about that character, 

or sleeping between sheets with that character printed on them, you are consuming.

Another way in which large publishing companies create brands is by 

encouraging celebrities to write children’s books, even if these celebrities are not 

recognized authors of children’s books (or even recognized for their writing skills). 
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Recently, books have been published by Debbie Allen, Julie Andrews, Bill Cosby, Jamie 

Lee Curtis, Whoopi Goldberg, Jerry Seinfeld, Sarah Ferguson, John Lithgow, Will Smith, 

Shaquille O’Neal, New York Governor Mario Cuomo, and Jimmy Carter, among many, 

many others. Austin (2003) and Fraustino (2003) discuss this latest phenomenon in their 

dissections of books by Today news show co-anchor Katie Couric (The Brand New Kid) 

and pop singer Madonna (The English Roses). Both Austin and Fraustino conclude that, 

although each book has spent many weeks on The New York Times’ best-seller list, 

neither is well written. They also agree that the poor reviews of their books probably 

won’t stop either celebrity from publishing another book (indeed, both celebrities already 

have). 

The Effect of Conglomerate Publishing Companies

Hade (2002) points out that 84% of the books reviewed in The Horn Book 

Magazine in 2000 and over 75% of the books that received a starred review in School 

Library Journal the same year were published by just eight large media conglomerates: 

Viacom, the News Corporation, Pearson Corporation, Bertelsmann, Reed Elsevier, von 

Holtzbrinck, Scholastic, and Vivendi Universal. In comparison, “in 1967, the top eight 

children’s book publishers accounted for just 34.4% of the reviews in the Horn Book and 

38% of the starred reviews in SLJ” (p. 510). Hade beli eves these figures support the idea 

that the large publishing houses have the edge in ensuring their books are selected by 

children’s book buyers, such as teachers, librarians, and other educators, since these 

professionals look to such journals as The Horn Book and School Library Journal to help 

them determine what books to purchase for their libraries and classrooms.
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According to André Schiffrin (2000), for 30 years the managing director of  

Pantheon Press, the company founded by his father, book publishers expected profit 

margins of around 4%, and balanced out the smaller sales of newer authors with popular 

back listed books. Today, the corporate giants who control publishing expect profits in 

the range of 20 to 30%, the profit margin on the company’s television, film, and musical 

recordings. Thus, writes Hade (2002), 

Publishers are more likely to turn to celebrity-authored books, series 
books, and books with television or movie tie-ins. Backlists are mined for 
highly recognizable characters and stories that offer strong merchandising 
possibilities. Authors whose sales don’t reach company goals may find it 
difficult to sell another manuscript. The mass marketplace selects which 
books will survive, and thus the children’s book becomes less a cultural 
and intellectual object and more an entertainment looking for mass appeal. 
(pp. 510-511)

Hade (2002) argues that there is less quality control over the books that are 

published since there is less attention paid to selecting quality literature. In the 1960s and 

70s, the major markets for children’s books were school and public libraries, and books 

were purchased by teachers and librarians who were highly trained in how to find and 

select high quality children’s literature.  Funding was available to buy books through 

local, state, and federal programs through such new laws like the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, passed in the 1960s. Additionally, there were hundreds of 

small, independent booksellers who worked individually with their customers to 

determine their interests and to suggest quality books for them and their children (think 

Anne Underhill from The Book Mark bookstore here in Tucson). Today, however, those 

funds are gone, and libraries can no longer afford to buy books as they once did, so 

publishers must look elsewhere to make their higher profit margin. Today, that 
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“elsewhere” is chain bookstores where often only a few staff people buy the children’s 

books for all of the national stores. Hade points out that, in the past, hundreds of owners 

of independent bookstores would decide for themselves which books to stock, based on 

their knowledge of their local market; now, however, big box bookstores like Barnes and 

Noble hire one person to buy books for each of its categories of children’s books for all 

of the Barnes and Noble stores across the country. And, instead of relying on the interests 

of its customers, or journals that review children’s books, or librarians, teachers, or 

parents, this sole buyer relies on the sales records of previous books. As Hade says, these 

staff people are not looking for quality literature, but rather for a quick sell – and a quick 

sell means a recognizable product, whether it is written by a celebrity or a book that has 

been turned into a movie on the big screen.

According to Taxel and Ward (2000), the rise of the conglomerate company that 

gobbles up publishing houses has led not just to a new way of marketing books, but also 

potentially to the way in which books are even created. They argue that changes in tax 

laws has made it less profitable for publishers to keep a backlist of books. Back listed 

books are those whose titles have been in print for decades; in the past, they were 

considered the bread and butter of publishing companies, since their sales were expected 

to remain strong, reprint after reprint. Now, publishers are more concerned with what 

Taxel and Ward refer to as “item velocity” or the speed with which a particular book will 

be bought before it is removed from a prominent place in supermarkets and big 

bookstores to make room for the next new bestseller. 
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Changes in Marketing

Before the rise of the conglomerate publishers and big-box bookstores, publishers 

owned their firms and ran them themselves; these companies were “owned and run by 

individuals led into the field by a love of books and who hired editors, designers, and 

publicists united by this affection. The company’s goals was to publish the best fiction 

and nonfiction while earning enough money to stay in business” (Taxel & Ward, 2000, p. 

53).  Additionally, the passing of the Elementary and Secondary School Act during 

Johnson’s presidency directed more money to local and school libraries to buy books; 

librarians, through reading on their own and with the help of professional book reviewers 

and journals, could decide which were the “better” books for children and buy them 

accordingly. Since the focus has now changed from one of producing quality literature to 

one of selling as many books as possible, there is more marketing that is aimed directly 

towards children and young adults. Before, children mainly learned about books from 

their teachers or librarians, or received them from family members; now, companies are 

marketing directly to children through book stores located in malls, book clubs such as 

Scholastic, and even grocery stores, since these techniques provide bigger profits.  These 

mass-market books “include the ‘Dear America’ historical fiction series, as well as such 

wildly popular mass-market series as the Teletubbies, the Goosebumps, the Animorphs, 

and the Babysitters Club books” (p. 56). What we are seeing, then, is a rise in the number 

of formulaic, dependable, predictable books that are more and more accessible to children 

while books that have more literary merit but are less recognized, available, or marketed 

are being ignored, buried, and forgotten. 
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Taxel and Ward (2000) see some hope for the industry, however. They realize 

there still exists a “sizable group of powerful editors and writers who enjoy considerable 

freedom and latitude making publishing decisions” and who 

produce that segment of the thousands of books published each year that 
are consistent with the highest standards of literary and artistic excellence. 
Many of these are of breathtaking quality and include books of 
wonderfully varying styles, genres, and formats. Some of these books 
address complex and controversial issues and themes with an honesty and 
forthrightness that would not have been possible 20 or 30 years ago. (p. 
57)

 They also recognize a trend of “the steady stream of high quality books created by 

writers from ‘parallel cultures’ such as African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanic 

Americans, and Native Americans who were all but excluded from the field not too long 

ago” (p. 57) that are being published particularly by smaller presses who focus on 

multicultural literature.

Current Problems In Children’s Book Publishing

Anita Silvey (2004), the author of 100 Best Books for Children and a former 

editor at Houghton Mifflin, discusses the current state of the children’s book publishing 

industry and echoes Taxel and Ward’s point that there are too many books available to 

children that are of poor literary quality. Silvey points out that, if anything, there are too 

many books being published for children; in 2003, R. R. Bowker, the company that tracks 

book publications, reported that 13,000 juvenile titles were published, with 9,000 of them 

reviewed in journals. Silvey writes,

That might be fine if readers were presented with 13,000 individual gems, 
but too many books look the same (edgy and contemporary), represent the 
same genre (fantasy), or are part of a series or even worse, a brand. 
Celebrity books abound, and there are more on the way. Narrative story 
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line in picture books has taken a vacation, and illustrators have developed 
an irrational fear of white space. According to the Cooperative Children’s 
Book Center, only a small percentage of these books show any ethnic 
diversity. Titles go out of print too quickly, and houses prefer publishing 
books for the short-term, rather than attempting to create works that will 
last. The viable and stable library market has been largely ignored while 
publishers focus on Internet sales, price clubs, bookstore chains, and the 
next new exciting venue. (p. 38)

Silvey (2004) goes on to say that another problem lies in the fact that 65 to 70 

percent of all children’s books are published by just five companies: HarperCollins, 

Penguin Putnam, Random House, Scholastic, and Simon & Schuster. There are very few 

medium sized publishing houses, and “small publishers have to fight for their lives. 

Hence, 70 percent of our books need to look profitable from the point of view of a large 

corporation” (p. 38). No wonder the publishing houses must look for other ways to earn 

money than by just selling books.

The Role of Small Presses

Silvey (2004) praises the work of earlier small publishing companies, companies 

like Vanguard, L.C. Page, Epstein & Carroll, and Parnassus Press that are no longer in 

business but that published the early works of Dr. Seuss, L. M. Montgomery (author of 

the Anne of Green Gables series), Norton Juster’s The Phantom Tollbooth, and Ursula 

LeGuin’s The Wizard of Earthsea, all of which today are considered children’s classics. 

In fact, writes Silvey, of the 100 books she selected for her 100 Best Books for Children, 

15 percent of them were published by small, independent presses or by the authors 

themselves. Independent presses play an incredibly important role in the book publishing 

industry, Silvey says: “Our original voices, our true out-of-the-box thinkers, from Dr. 

Seuss to J. K. Rowling, have always depended upon smaller, independent, quirkier 
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publishers to take a chance on them” (p. 38). Finally, she points out that independent 

presses published the winners of the Newbery and the Caldecott awards for 2004, and 

that smaller presses are proliferating. 

Like Taxel and Ward, Silvey (2004) sees hope for the children’s book publishing 

industry, particularly if a small group of people – educators, teachers, and readers –

continue to support quality children’s literature. 

If professionals must hunt for the gold a little more carefully among the 
vast outpouring of books, then we simply need to sharpen our critical 
skills. In fact, publishers depend upon those of us who evaluate and think 
about books more than they ever have. They need those who work with 
children to pay attention to good books and bring them to their true 
audience. Publishers need us to remind them about art – rather than 
commerce. (p. 38)

Certainly, publishers of small, independent book presses need people with an interest in 

quality children’s literature in order to survive.

Hade and Edmondson (2003) sum up the need for small book presses that publish 

children’s books; they write that it “becomes more difficult to find the truly great new 

literature among the piles of licensed books. It may be the smaller, independent 

publishers who become the primary outlet for the best writing while the large 

corporations produce the books that will sell the most copies” (p. 140).

History and Current State of Multicultural Children’s Literature

It is equally apparent to even the casual observer that children’s literature 
today – much more than in the past – reflects the actual lives, emotions, 
and concerns of young readers and their families and friends. Aekyung 
and Rashawn have joined Dick and Jane in books that chronicle, 
acknowledge, and examine the values, perspectives, and experiences of 
groups that have been marginalized because of race, gender, ethnicity, 
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language, ability, age, social class, religion/spirituality, and/or sexual 
orientation. (Muse, 1997, p. 1)

While literature written for children has been around since the Middle Ages, 

books for children of minority ethnic groups represent a much shorter time span. 

According to Muse (1997),  very few people were writing or illustrating books for 

children that included “strong and affirming images of Native American, Latino, African 

American, or Asian American people” prior to the 1960s (pp. 2-3).  Some of these 

authors who wrote uplifting stories that featured people of color and women included 

Shirley Graham, Jade Snow Wong, Lorenz Graham, Langston Hughes, Arna Bontemps, 

and Yoshiko Uchida. Moreover, while there were very few authors writing from their 

personal cultural background, there were many more writing from an outsider’s view.  

Nancy Larrick, in what is now considered to be a ground-breaking work, published an 

article in 1965 in The Saturday Review entitled "The All-White World of Children's 

Books” in which she surveyed over 5,000 trade books published for children between 

1962 and 1964. What she found was not just discouraging, it was frightening. Of the 

5,206 books she studied, only 349 (6.7 percent) included one or more African Americans; 

of those published by the four largest publishing houses, Doubleday, Franklin Watts, 

Macmillan, and Harper & Row, only 4.2 percent had African Americans in the text or 

illustrations. Eight publishing companies produced books that had only white characters. 

Many of these books included African Americans only as “faces in a crowd” rather than 

as characters who were integral to the story.

Furthermore, the books that included people of color were either written about 

non-Americans (African folktales, histories of the emerging nations of Africa, stories of 
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the Caribbean) or were about American slavery. Larrick concluded that only four-fifths 

of one percent of the children’s books published in the three years studied focused on 

contemporary African American culture and people. In this number, she included Ezra 

Jack Keats’ book The Snowy Day, a book with an African American child in the 

illustrations. Even this book, however, has received criticism from the African American 

community; as early as 1971, Ray Shepard described the little boy in the illustrations as 

being “universal,” and claimed that this type of universality prevented the characters 

from being truly identified as African American.  

However, the majority of these books portrayed African Americans in a negative 

light; according to Larrick (1965), more than one-third of the books published received 

unfavorable reviews or were simply ignored by the three major journals that review 

children’s literature: The Horn Book, School Library Journal, and Bulletin of the 

Children’s Book Center of the University of Chicago. African Americans were portrayed 

stereotypically in illustrations, and black characters were either servants, slaves, 

sharecroppers, migrant workers, or menial workers. Larrick concluded that these books 

represented nothing more than “gentle doses of racism” (p. 19) that were harmful not 

only to children of color but even to white children, since it gave them a false sense of 

superiority that might endanger the chance for cooperation among peoples of the world.  

Support for Books by People Of Color

Larrick (1965) describes what was in 1965 a newly created organization, the 

Council for Interracial Books for Children, an organization she says operated on the 

principle that more non-white authors and illustrators would create children’s books that 
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featured minority groups, and that publishers, given the opportunity, would publish and 

market them.  The Council was a direct result of the Civil Rights Movement, when, in 

1964, a group of social activists from New York City traveled to Mississippi to help 

establish Freedom Schools that provided quality education for African American children 

that would provide them with more positive self-images (Banfield, 1998). The group was 

“appalled by the racist and sexist treatment of African Americans in the children’s trade 

books and textbooks that were available” (Banfield, p. 18) and founded the Council to 

promote better books for children of color. The group, that included people such as Dr. 

Benjamin Spock, Ben Shahn, Langston Hughes, Mary Gaver, Alex Rosen, Harold 

Taylor, Harry Golden, and Sidonie Gruenberg, planned to offer prizes for outstanding 

manuscripts and then work with publishers to have them published. The Council soon 

began publishing its Bulletin that featured information about selecting quality children’s 

literature that reflected a more realistic view of a multicultural society. Originally, the 

Bulletin focused on books about African American children but soon expanded to begin 

including books from Asian Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, women, gays and 

lesbians, and children with disabilities. 

In 1969 the Council sponsored its first writing contest to encourage authors from 

minority groups to write books for children and to be recognized for their work.  Walter 

Dean Myers won the first writing award given by CIBC and went on to publish his first 

children’s book, Where Does the Day Go (Parents Magazine Press) in 1969. Other 

authors who were recognized early on by the CIBC include Virginia Driving Hawk 

Sneve, Minfong Ho, and Mildred Taylor.  Another award that recognized books written 
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by African Americans was the Coretta Scott King award; McCann (1997) reports that the 

Coretta Scott King award was established in 1969 by publisher John Carroll and 

librarians Mable McKissick and Glyndon Greer. Named after Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

widow,  the Coretta Scott King Award was given to a black author whose work was a 

contribution of outstanding inspiration. Ten years later, the committee also decided to 

make the award available to black illustrators. According to McCann, both the awards 

given by the CIBC and the Coretta Scott King award helped to create “organized political 

and educational opposition to the white supremacy myth in all its guises, and needed 

support and visibility for African American authors and artists” (p. 64).

Along with the Civil Rights Movement and the rising awareness of the need for 

more children’s books written by people of color, the 1960s also brought the passage of 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which provided more funding for schools 

to purchase books. However, even though libraries were now spending more money to 

buy children’s books, very few books that featured minority children were available. 

According to Bishop (2003), “Although a number of prominent African American writers 

and artists, such as Lucille Clifton, Walter Dean Myers, Tom Feelings, Virginia 

Hamilton, and Eloise Greenfield, began publishing in the late 1960s and 1970s, the 

majority of books about African Americans published during that time period were 

created by White authors” (p. 27). Sims (1987) reported on a study conducted by Jeanne 

Chall and colleagues that revealed that, of all children’s books published between 1973 

and 1975, only 14.4 included at least one Black character. While this might seem like a 

big jump from the 6.7 percent reported by Larrick, Sims writes, “if only 14.4 percent of 
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children’s books include at least one Black character, then 85.6 percent do not. The world 

of children’s fiction remains largely white in terms of the characters, the authors, and the 

audiences for whom the books are written” (p. 484).

Sims (1987) studied 150 books of contemporary realistic fiction about 

contemporary African Americans published between 1965 and 1985 and developed three 

categories to describe them: social conscience books, melting pot books, and culturally 

conscience books.  Social conscience books are books in which the mainly white authors 

attempted to create social conscience among white children to help them develop 

empathy, sympathy, and tolerance for African American children. Melting pot books 

refers to books that suggested that “people are people” and focused on the integration of 

cultures. In melting pot books, the race or ethnicity of the characters is not an integral 

part of the plot of the book. Culturally conscience books contained stories told by the 

point of view of the Black characters and dealt with black families, neighborhoods, or 

communities.

In her study of 150 children’s books, Sims (1987) found that “white authors had 

written 100 percent of the social conscience books, 87.5 percent of the melting pot books, 

and 28 percent of the culturally conscious books” (p. 484).  While Sims recognizes the 

emergence of a group of Black authors who have become quite prolific in contributing 

quality children’s literature from an African American point of view, there is still a lot of 

work to do to ensure that most books are written by African American authors for 

African American children rather than by white authors for a white audience. Even 

though more African American authors are writing books that feature contemporary 
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Black characters and themes, the majority of these books have been written by white 

authors for a white audience. 

Multicultural Children’s Literature Today

While the number of books with multicultural themes and characters has 

improved over the years, the number written and illustrated by people from ethnic 

minority groups is still quite low. In 1985, the Cooperative Children’s Book Center 

(CCBC), housed in the School of Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 

began to document the number of children’s books published in the U.S. which were 

written or illustrated by African-Americans. That year, CBCC’s Director, Ginny Moore 

Kruse, served as a member of the Coretta Scott King award committee and was “appalled 

to find that, of the approximately 2,500 trade books that were published that year for 

children and teens, only 18 were created by African Americans and thus eligible for the 

Coretta Scott King award” (CCBC website: 

http://www.soemadison.wisc.edu/ccbc/books/pcstats.htm). The CCBC continued to track 

the number of books written by African-Americans. By 1994 the CCBC had become 

concerned with the lack of children’s books that contained accurate and authentic 

portrayals of people of color and began tracking books written by and about American  

Indians, Asian/Pacific peoples and Asian/Pacific Americans, and Latinos. 

Horning, Lingren, Rudiger, and Schliesman (2004) report, 

We have seen the numbers [of books by and about people of color] ebb 
and flow over the years, but have yet to see multicultural literature make 
up more than 10 percent of the total number of new books published. This 
percentage drops to less than 5 percent when it includes only titles written 
and/or illustrated by people of color. Furthermore, these statistics 
represent only quantity, not quality or authenticity, to which we pay close 
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attention as we evaluate books at the CCBC, often seeking the outside 
opinions of colleagues and experts in the field. (np)

In 2003, the CCBC received 3,200 titles of newly published children’s books (out 

of approximately 5,000 titles that were published that year) and found that few of the 

books published about minority cultures were actually written by people from within the 

culture: 

• Of the 171 books with “significant African-American content,” only 79 

were by Black authors or illustrators; 

• of the 95 books featuring Native Americans, only 11 were created by 

Native American authors and/or illustrators;

• of the 78 books about Asian/Pacific Americans, 43 were by Asian/Pacific 

Americans; and

• of the 63 books with Latino themes, 41 were created by Latino authors 

and/or illustrators. 

Thus, out of 3,200 titles received, only 174 were written or illustrated by people from 

within a specific cultural group; this represents a surprisingly low percentage of 5.4%.

The authors recognize the critical role that small, independently owned book 

presses play in promoting quality literature produced by and about people of color. The 

CBCC website features a list of such small presses that includes publishers such as 

Groundwood, Lee & Low, Children’s Book Press, Cinco Puntos Press, and Just Us 

Books. These publishers are described as being committed to publishing multicultural 

children’s books and to discovering and encouraging new authors and illustrators of 

color. 
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The Need for Books by People Of Color

Why is it so important that people of color write and publish children’s books? 

Sims Bishop (1997) refers to children’s literature as being both a window and a mirror, 

that is, both an opportunity for children from outside a culture to learn about another 

culture and an opportunity from children within a culture to see themselves reflected in 

books.  Historically, children’s books were intended to be read by European American 

middle- and upper-class children, so these children were presented the mirror of their 

own lives but not with a window into the lives of children from minority groups, children 

with vastly different experiences than their own. Conversely, children of color had no 

opportunity to see themselves reflected in a mirror in children’s books, although they 

were constantly being shown a window into the lives of children from the dominant 

United States culture (Mendoza & Reese, 2001).  

As Larrick (1965) suggested, it is just as critical that white children are provided 

with windows into the lives of children of color, or else they begin to believe that they 

deserve privilege.  Nodelman (1996) was concerned to find that many of the white 

students in his children’s literature classes assumed that African American children 

would identify easily with white characters in children’s books, since these characters 

were “merely typical”, but that only African American children would be able to identify 

with characters in books that were written by African American writers. He refers to this 

as “unconscious racism” (p. 128) on the part of the white students. Says Nodelman, “In a 

world in which race and color still play such an important part in defining the experiences 

of individuals, books by and about people of different backgrounds are bound to offer 
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access to a vast spectrum of ways of being human. Experiencing that spectrum is one of 

the key pleasures of literature. It may even encourage tolerance” (p. 129). Thus, 

multicultural literature plays a critical role in developing understanding and tolerance 

among all children.

Sims Bishop (1997) outlines five broad functions that multicultural literature 

serves: 

• Providing knowledge or information;

• changing the way children view their world by offering different 

perspectives:

• promoting or developing an appreciation for diversity;

• giving rise to critical inquiry; and

• providing enjoyment and illuminating the human experience.

Rather than merely serving to fill a quota or providing a representation of the 

changing demographics of the United States, multicultural literature provides information 

and education to children from multiethnic backgrounds (Muse, 1997). Multicultural 

literature provides children who are not of European American heritage the opportunity 

to develop critical thinking skills, engage in philosophical discourse, and have greater 

access to literacy skills. Not only do multicultural children’s books promote cultural 

understanding; they also feature stories that support the imagination, promote creativity, 

and expand children’s overall enjoyment of books and literature. 

Finally, Handsen-Krening, Aoki, and Mizokawa (2003) provide another benefit of 

multicultural children’s literature: 
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If we are ever to learn about perspectives other than our own, if we are 
ever to have empathy for one another, we must hear the voices and see the 
faces of all our citizens. Furthermore, if we are ever to understand 
ourselves, our values, and our ways of defining reality, we must encounter 
those understandings, values, and definitions in the books we read. (p. xiv)

Multicultural children’s literature encourages all children to develop empathy for 

others as well as a sense of pride and belonging in their own culture. It is also critically 

important that authors and illustrators from multiple ethnic backgrounds are not simply 

allowed but actually encouraged to tell their own stories that reflect the increasing 

diversity of people in the United States

The Debate over Cultural Authenticity

While obviously the need exists for more books written by and about children of 

color in the United States, some scholars in the fields of children’s literature and 

multicultural education caution that more is not necessarily better. Even though more 

authors and illustrators from minority ethnic groups are writing and illustrating books for 

children, there are still books being published that are written or illustrated by people 

from outside the culture they write about. Some scholars argue that it isn’t enough for 

publishing companies to publish more books that appeal to children from various ethnic 

backgrounds, but that these books should be written by someone who has a real 

understanding of the culture portrayed in the book, that is, someone who can write from a 

culturally authentic stance. 

This debate has been well documented in Fox and Short’s Stories Matter: The 

Complexity of Cultural Authenticity in Children’s Literature (2003). In it, the editors 

suggest that the debate over cultural authenticity requires and recognizes a multitude of 
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voices, since culture itself is complex. The contributors to this book share a wide range of 

ideas, opinions, and arguments regarding who is qualified to write children’s books about 

culture, and what it means to write or illustrate a book in a culturally authentic manner.  

Woodson (2003), Seto (2003), and Harris (2003) argue that enough books have been 

written for children of color by white authors, and that it is time for white authors to step 

aside and let people of color write their own stories. On the other end of the spectrum,  

Aronson (2003), Lasky (2003), and Moreillon (2003) suggest that authors from outside a 

culture can successfully portray that culture as long as they have done their homework 

and strive to represent the culture as authentically as possible.  

Sims Bishop (2003) sums up many of the points that are discussed in the book 

between writers, educators, and scholars over cultural authenticity. While Sims Bishop 

does not believe that people from within a culture are necessarily the only ones qualified 

to write about that culture, she does caution those from outside a culture that they must 

first reflect on their purpose in writing about another culture, must be willing to accept 

criticism from those within the culture if their book doesn’t “feel” right, and must be 

willing to truly try to understand another culture from the point of view of those within 

the culture.  The debate over cultural authenticity, however, is not so much about who 

should not write multicultural children’s books, but rather about who should write them.  

Silvey (1993) cautions that, “Our task is not to encourage creators to write stories that are 

not really their own; our task is, as it has been for many years, to find those who can 

create from the inside out. We need to find ways, as Rudine Sims Bishop has also said, 

‘to give voice to people who have not had a voice; to tell the stories of people who have 
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not had them told’” (p. 133).  Paying attention to the cultural background of an author is 

not meant to take away from those outside a culture, but rather to give a stronger voice to 

those from within a culture, particularly since these voices have traditionally been 

ignored by national publishing companies.

Taxel (2003) takes this argument a step further and suggests that those critics who 

claim that anyone should be able to write about another culture are denying or ignoring 

the political context of children’s literature. Up until the 1970s, he points out, few authors 

of color had access to publishing children’s books, and that even today they do not have 

the same kind of access that white authors do.  The claim by some authors that they 

should be able to write about any topic is nothing less than “a backlash against those who 

have demanded long-overdue changes in children’s literature” (p. 157). Critics should be 

less concerned with who should be able to write about culture and more concerned with 

promoting those voices from within a culture. Authors have a social responsibility to 

children to portray cultures realistically and honestly, and people from inside a culture are 

better able to do that than people from the outside.  

Cai (2003) agrees that the debate over “insiders versus outsiders” writing 

children’s books represents a power struggle over who gets published. Often, 

multicultural books that are written by outsiders are praised for their literary merit, with 

no attention paid to the distortion of reality or stereotypical characters found in these 

books. Cultural authenticity should be the primary criterion used to evaluate multicultural 

children’s literature; poorly written books may offend our literary senses, but books that 

misrepresent culture perpetuate biases, stereotypes, and ultimately ignorance, and are 
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therefore far more dangerous. Cai warns that it takes more than imagination to create a 

culturally authentic book; it takes lived experiences, experiences that may be difficult at 

best for those outside of a culture to gain. People writing about a culture must be able to 

understand and portray the perspective of that culture, which is more within the reach of 

members of the culture.

While some people try to reduce the arguments over cultural authenticity of 

authors and illustrators into “insider/outsider” debates or into stances of political 

correctness, a more moderate stance is that anyone who decides to write about culture has 

a great responsibility to children to ensure that their stories reflect culture honestly and 

realistically. Authors and illustrators should not rely on imagination alone when writing 

about culture.  The debate also encourages publishers to think carefully about who writes 

the books they publish. Just as authors should seriously reflect on their purpose in writing 

about and their ability to portray another culture realistically, publishers should just as 

seriously consider whose books they accept for publication as well as who they 

encourage to publish multicultural books. With more and more authors of color gaining 

recognition for their books, it doesn’t merely become less necessary for publishers to 

publish multicultural books that are not culturally authentic; it becomes critical that they 

do not.

Bilingual Books 

With today’s need for more books written for children in ethnic minority groups, 

particularly those in the growing U.S. Hispanic population, there has also arisen an 

interest in books that contain a language other than English, especially Spanish. Many of 
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the major publishing companies, recognizing the growth market for Hispanic books, are 

publishing popular children’s books in Spanish editions. In fact, Scholastic Books 

recently launched a Spanish language imprint, Scholastic en Español, which focuses 

primarily on publishing Spanish translations of books that have already been published in 

English. The books published by this imprint feature easily recognizable characters such 

as Clifford and Captain Underpants and popular titles such as the Goosebumps series 

(Holt, Críticas, 2003). However, many smaller publishing companies are publishing 

original stories in books that contain both English and the second language, whether it is 

Spanish, a Native American language, or even an Asian language. 

Isabel Schon, currently the director of the Barahona Center for the Study of Books 

in Spanish for Children and Adolescents at California State University at San Marcos, is 

recognized as an expert in children’s Spanish-language literature. Schon (2004) 

acknowledges the recent surge in published bilingual English/Spanish books and 

attributes it to several causes. She writes that many teachers and librarians are besieged 

by “well-meaning” parents who ask for bilingual materials for their children because they 

consider Spanish to be an important language to learn and they want to ensure that their 

children learn it at an early age. There are also “well-intentioned” teachers who believe 

that bilingual English/Spanish books can assist their students in learning a second 

language, whether that language is English or Spanish. Additionally, teachers and 

librarians believe they are getting two-for-one when they purchase bilingual books, rather 

than having to buy two copies of the same book, one in English and one in Spanish.   
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Schon believes that many parents and educators mistakenly believe that bilingual 

books help children learn a second language because the adults themselves remember a 

time when they read a translated book that they could understand in a second language. 

However, parents don’t understand that children who are still learning their first language 

can become easily confused by a book that contains both English and Spanish, 

particularly when the book has been poorly translated from English into Spanish 

(Morales, 2003). Even though Schon cautions that bilingual texts can more often confuse 

second language learners until they have become more proficient in their first language, 

she also recognizes the fact that “bilingual books are here to stay,” and urges educators 

and parents to “strive to select only those bilingual books that are faithful to the spirit, 

rhythm, and symmetry of both languages, and books that reflect all the linguistic 

differences, colloquialisms, and popular expressions that add charm to the work” 

(Booklist, p. 136). 

Philip Lee (2002), co-founder and publisher of Lee & Low Books, an independent 

press based in New York that publishes multicultural children’s books, recognizes several 

other problems associated with publishing bilingual books. He believes that publishing a 

bilingual picture book that does justice to both the words and the illustrations is a very 

difficult process. Using two languages on one page or page spread requires twice as many 

words, which cause them to crowd out and even dominate the artwork. Since the purpose 

of picture books is to balance illustrations with words, this process can often be 

detrimental to the design and appeal of a picture book.  Lee is also concerned that a 
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translated text must be able to stand on its own merit as a good story, but that readers 

may be confused by a story if they think that it is a literal translation. 

However, like Lee & Low, one reason that many publishers, particularly smaller 

companies in the Southwest, lean towards producing bilingual editions of a book rather 

than copies of the book in both English and Spanish is a purely economic one: in 1998, 

the people of California passed Proposition 227, which banned bilingual education in 

public schools, causing schools to turn away from books published only in Spanish.  

According to Oralia Garza de Cortès, who Morales (2003) describes as “an independent 

scholar in children’s book selection who also serves on several children’s book award 

committees” (p. 22), the current climate towards English-only bodes ill for Spanish-only 

books, and that without bilingual books many librarians or teachers would not have books 

in Spanish in their schools at all. So, while Schon argues that research shows that 

children need to become proficient in their first language before they can become 

proficient in a second, publishers, parents, and educators alike are turning more and more 

to bilingual books. 

Benefits of Bilingual Books

Agosto (1997) discusses several of the benefits provided by bilingual books. 

While she writes specifically about bilingual English/Spanish books, these benefits can 

be attributed to any bilingual book. One of the benefits she recognizes is that children 

from bilingual families where English is not the first language can use bilingual books to 

help their parents learn English. According to Agosto, bilingual books can be read by 

children reading in the second language (English) while the adult reads along in the first 
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language. This could also be true for children from Asian backgrounds or from Native 

American backgrounds whose parents speak a language other than English. 

Another benefit of bilingual books, writes Agosto (1997), is that they can be used 

in cultural studies.  Well-written books that contain two languages, whether they are 

completely bilingual or contain many words in a second language, can capture the 

cadence of the second language and of the culture. Coupled with exciting, high-quality 

illustrations, non-Spanish speakers can feel as if they are surrounded by a Hispanic 

environment.  Additionally, bilingual books can provide all children with a better 

understanding of the use of language in culture. Agosto points out that bilingual books 

can help non-Native speakers understand what it feels like to be in the minority. She cites 

an example from an article by Rudnick, who noticed that there was a developing rift 

between the native English speakers and native Spanish speakers in her fifth grade 

classroom. Rudnick brought in a bilingual teacher to teach a math class in Spanish, which 

helped the native English speakers empathize with their Spanish speaking peers about 

how it feels to be in a situation where the language is unfamiliar. Agosto suggests that 

these books can also help children whose first language is not English feel more included 

and significant. Finally, Agosto points to the fact that there are many wonderful books 

that have been published in English and Spanish that should be introduced to children 

because they are well-written books that will appeal to them for the story and illustrations 

as much as for the dual language.

Lichty (2002), an elementary school librarian, lists three reasons why she prefers 

bilingual books in promoting cultural understanding among the diverse cultural groups in 
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her school: 1) she gets two books for the price of one; 2) students who speak different 

languages can bridge their linguistic differences and build friendships through bilingual 

books; and 3) bilingual books can help to develop fluency in the school’s primary 

language by encouraging text-to-text translations for students and their families. 

Obviously, while critics such as Schon believe that bilingual books are not conducive to 

students learning a second language, educators have found benefits and uses for bilingual 

books in their classrooms.

Problems with Translations

One of the primary reasons experts like Isabel Schon and Theresa Mlawer, 

president of Lectorum Publications, a New York based distributor, bookstore, and 

publisher for Scholastic, don’t like bilingual editions of books is due to the fact that often 

these books are poorly translated. Schon (2004) cautions that often, these bilingual books 

are not very well written in Spanish nor edited for their Spanish content: 

Many bilingual books show a complete disrespect for the Spanish 
language. Readers must spend an inordinate amount of time deciphering 
inept, graceless Spanish: vague, unintelligible, ambiguous syntax; mixed 
metaphors; mangled grammar; typographical errors; inappropriate 
expressions; and literal interpretations that make no sense. It’s interesting 
to note that these problems are seldom evident in the English portion of 
the text. One can’t help wondering if a Spanish-speaking editor even 
looked at the Spanish text. (Booklist, p. 136)

Mlawer agrees, saying that often the Spanish translation in a bilingual 

English/Spanish book is too literal, to the point where a book that rhymes in English does 

not rhyme in the translated Spanish. She says, 

The Cat in the Hat/El Gato en el sombrero was published in a bilingual 
edition by Random House in 1967, and the Spanish text doesn’t rhyme . . . 
[Lectorum’s] Spanish-language editions rhyme, but the Random House 
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one is literal and that’s too bad. I’m a small publisher, and I can spend 
nine months putting out a book, but a big publisher is not going to spend 
nine months to get it to rhyme. (Morales, 2003, p. 21)

This problem with poor translations is the result of the fact that very few publishers and 

editors in the national publishing companies are from Spanish-speaking backgrounds.  

According to Schon, the national publishing companies do not hire staff such as writers, 

translators, editors, proofreaders, or typesetters, who know the proper form of Spanish 

(Velasquez, 2004). Yolanda Bonitch, who heads the children’s Spanish selection 

committee for the New York Public Library, is always searching for quality children’s 

books written in Spanish, and wishes more publishers and editors would confer with her 

before they publish Spanish-language books. Before she agrees to purchase a book for the 

library, she will check the translation from the original, particularly when the publisher 

does not name the translator on the title page or on the copyright page. 

Rosemary Brosnan, executive editor the children’s division of Rayo, Harper 

Collin’s Latino imprint, says that she has helped to overcome the issue of the quality of 

Spanish used in Rayo’s translated books by making sure that she hires native Spanish 

speakers who also speak excellent English as translators, copy editors, and proofreaders. 

She claims that this has helped to ensure that the bilingual or Spanish language books 

published by Rayo have been of high quality  (Velasquez, 2004).

Which Spanish to Use?

In addition to poor translations, there is also a concern over which type of Spanish 

is used to translate a text. According to Morales (2003), the United States has an 

established idea of “standard” English, whereas Spanish is spoken in so many countries, 
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including Latin American countries, that it is more difficult to determine the “true” 

version of the mother tongue. Since Spanish originated in Spain, Spaniards have typically 

set the standard for all of the other forms of Spanish. However, even in Spain there exists 

different versions of the Spanish language, so educators and publishers who represent 

different Latino groups have clashed over what standard Spanish consists of, particularly 

as the number of bilingual books increases in the United States. In the U.S., there is 

Puerto Rican Spanish, Cuban Spanish, and Mexican Spanish, as well as many regional 

dialects. Selecting the dialect that fits the story and characters in a children’s book can be 

quite difficult, especially if the story or characters in the book are not specific to Puerto 

Rican-, Cuban-, or Mexican-American cultures.

One of the problems faced especially by Southwestern publishing companies who 

publish bilingual children’s books in English and Spanish is that often, Mexican Spanish 

is looked down on by Spanish purists such as Schon. Garza de Cortes (2003) believes that 

publishers and educators have been prejudiced against Mexican Spanish, since Mexican 

Spanish often includes the diminutive form of Spanish. She also points out that the debate 

over whether to use a regional dialect in a children’s book depends on whether it is used 

in the dialog alone or in the narrative as well. She quotes Bobby Byrd, owner of Cinco 

Puntos Press: 

‘One of our books that does really well is Cada Niño/Every Child, a 
bilingual songbook,’ Byrd says. ‘People criticized it, said it’s bad Spanish, 
but we said that’s the way she sings the songs. You wouldn’t want to 
change a song by [blues legend] Leadbelly into good English, or a song by 
[Mexican American singer] Tish Hinojosa into good Spanish, would you?’ 
(p. 23)
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Schon, however, disagrees. While she claims that she does not oppose the idea of 

dialects, she believes that it is critical to have standard Spanish as the narrative, even if 

dialects are included as part of the dialogue. She writes, “Otherwise editors are very 

careful about inducing a writing style that is beautiful, that shows the rhythm, the logic, 

the symmetry of the Spanish language” (Morales, 2003, p. 23).  Mlawer disagrees; she 

believes that perhaps it is a positive thing for Spanish- speaking children to learn Spanish 

dialects other than their own, so they too can become more familiar with cultures that are 

different from theirs. 

Selecting a Translator

In addition to being concerned about the type of language used in a book’s 

translation, publishers must also be careful in choosing a translator. The publisher must 

decide whether to use the author as translator, to have an editor translate a book, or to 

bring in a community expert to provide the translation. Bringing in an expert to translate 

a book can have its own drawbacks. Good translators must also be good writers in order 

to be able to translate a book successfully, since translations may be grammatically 

perfect but may not touch the reader in the same way the original language did (Lodge, 

1997).

Lee (2002) of Lee & Low books requires three things in a translator for his

company’s books: 

• the translator must be a native speaker in the language being translated; 

• the translator must be a good writer; and 

• the translator must be familiar with the subject material being translated. 



57

Freeman and Lehman (2001), in their discussion of the translations of international 

children’s books, cite these requirements as well, and add a fourth requirement, that of 

creativity. They write,

The process of translating a children’s book from a source language into 
English is certainly not merely a linguistic science. Translation more 
closely resembles an art form in which the translator must recreate the 
story and language of an author so it can be enjoyed by children who 
speak and read a different language. Yet, a translation must remain true to 
the original author in tone, spirit, and voice. The translator, through her or 
his own voice, must convey the unique aspects of the source culture while 
rendering a text that can be read and appreciated by American children. (p. 
32)

While it is true that translations of a text must remain true to the original author’s 

story, there is a major difference between translating a book that was originally published 

in a country whose language is other than English and publishing bilingual children’s 

books for children from different ethnic backgrounds who all reside in the United States. 

Publishers who publish bilingual books in the U.S. are often publishing original stories 

that may have been originally written in a language other than English, or they may have 

been written in English and are being translated into the second language.  Publishers 

who translate children’s books that were originally published in another country into 

English have to be concerned not only with language differences but also with major 

cultural differences that are specific to that country. Publishers in the U.S. who publish 

bilingual books can expect that the children who read their books at least share a cultural 

understanding of what it means to live in the same country. 

Thus, publishing companies face several decisions when publishing books in 

more than one language. They must determine if they want to publish two editions of a 
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book in two languages (dual editions), or one edition with both languages included (a 

bilingual edition). They must also decide whether the author, an editor, or an outside 

translator will provide a translation. Finally, they must determine if the person translating 

the book, whether it is the author, an editor, or an outside translator, is qualified to 

provide a translation that supports the original story.

Small Publishing Companies and Multicultural Children’s Literature

Alternative press books encompass a variety of perspectives and ideas or 
offer information often unavailable in other media that are published or 
produced for children. These books, in typical and unconventional 
formats, often express a spirit or feeling not captured in books currently 
available from standard publishers of trade books for children.  (Griffith 
and Seipp, 1982, p. 28)

The face of children’s book publishing has changed with the acquisitions of major 

publishing companies by global conglomerates so that larger corporations are looking for 

ways to sell  books quickly by having “name” authors such as Katie Couric, Madonna, 

Jerry Seinfeld, and Jay Leno write children’s books or by creating marketing tie-ins with 

book characters to expand sales outside of the books themselves. These trends have 

reduced the interest that larger publishing houses once had in encouraging and nurturing 

authors and illustrators from different ethnic backgrounds, since these authors and 

illustrators typically did not have the necessary name recognition. Larger publishing 

houses were also less interested in publishing multicultural children’s books since the 

population and therefore the market for books that are written about children from 

different ethnic backgrounds is smaller than that of children from the majority (white) 

group. Small presses, however, do not face the same challenge that the larger companies 

face in selling books, due to the fact that a smaller company can break even on a book 
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that sells only 1,000 copies, whereas the national companies need to sell at least 7,500 

copies of a book in order to break even on it (Barbato, 1997).  For this reason, many of 

the smaller companies can publish multicultural children’s books that are attractive to a 

much smaller audience.

While there has been a slight increase in the number of books being written by 

and about people of color, there is obviously a need to continue to encourage established 

authors and illustrators and to find new authors and illustrators to produce quality 

multicultural children’s books. Scholars who write about the latest publishing trends such 

as Hade (2002), Taxel and Wade (2000), and Zipes (2001) as well as those writing about 

multicultural education and literature all agree that small publishing presses are vitally 

important to discovering, encouraging, publishing, and promoting books written by 

African Americans, Asian/Pacific Americans, Native Americans, and Latino/as. 

According to Barbato (1997), the International Directory of Little Magazines and 

Small Presses published a directory in 1997 that listed 6,000 independent publishers, but 

that Jan Nathan, the executive director of Publishers Marketing Association, which has 

over 3,000 members and helps publishers market their books, concludes that that figure 

of small presses operating in the United States is actually closer to  25,000. 

The CCBC at the University of Wisconsin-Madison began collecting children’s 

books published by alternative presses in 1980. CCBC defined “alternative press” as “a 

small, independent publisher, unaffiliated with national or multinational corporations or 

organizations, whose major function is book publication” (Horning, 1993, np). By 1992, 

the CCBC’s alternative press collection contained more than 1,500 titles published since 
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1970 by 317 independent presses in the United States and Canada; it is the largest 

collection of alternative press children’s books in the United States (Horning, 1993). The 

collection, Horning writes, “is as rich and diverse as any collection of children’s books” 

(np). What makes these books distinctive, she writes, is their point of view:

Within the CCBC Alternative Press Collection, one finds a variety of 
perspectives and ideas, as well as types of information otherwise 
unavailable to children. This is especially true in the area of multicultural 
literature, where publishing by and about people of color is markedly 
different from that of corporate publishers. While the latter strive to appeal 
to general markets, alternative presses of ten aim for a smaller cohesive 
audience publishing with a strength of purpose. (np)

Contributions by Small Presses

Horning (1993) examined the contributions made by small presses to 

multicultural literature, specifically from African American and Native American 

perspectives. She outlines several ways in which these independent publishers have 

served to support authors and illustrators of color and the publishing of books with 

multicultural themes. Many of these publishers were publishing multicultural books 

during a time when the major book publishers did not believe there was a market for such 

books. Small publishing houses are also more likely to seek out and publish new authors, 

whereas the larger companies look for authors with name recognition or a proven track 

record. In 1991, Horning points out, 10 out of 22 titles – or 45 percent – of  the books 

written by African Americans as their first book were published by alternative presses. 

Since small presses often work with authors and illustrators from within the featured 

culture, they are better able to encourage new authors and illustrators from within the 

community. 
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Wade Hudson, co-founder in 1988 of Just Us Books, a company that features 

books written by African Americans about the African American experience, describes 

his company’s ability to attract African American authors and illustrators: 

We worked very hard to make people within our community aware of our 
presence. . . . We knocked on doors and we got into black-owned 
bookstores and got our books out there. Now people come to us first 
because they know our product. We have access to a market ignored by 
larger publishers because we are part of the community we are publishing 
for. (Ford, 1994, np)

While few books have been published that feature African American child 

protagonists, the problem for Native Americans is that too many books have been written 

about them. These books are written by non-Natives and have inaccurate and 

stereotypical portrayals of Native Americans (Byler, 1992), and often lump all Indian 

tribes into one amorphous mass. Small book presses, according to Caldwell- Wood 

(1992), are more likely to publish Native American writers and artists, people who have 

direct experience with their subject matter. Additionally, Horning (1993) writes that the 

information and perspectives in books about Native Americans published by the 

corporate presses are often gained from stereotypical misrepresentations in popular 

culture such as movies, books, and the media. Smaller presses, particularly those that are 

owned by Native Americans, are identified with specific tribes or culture areas and 

publish materials primarily for themselves and their children. Small presses allow people 

to tell their own stories from their own perspectives in an effort to pass on their culture to 

their children, rather than having their stories published by outsiders who are mainly 

interested in making a profit or simply in being a published writer.
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Ford (1994) discusses several other ways in which small presses support 

multicultural literature. For one, when larger publishing companies recognized a renewed 

interest in multicultural titles, they began to cull their backlists of books to find and 

publish books that they believed fit the multicultural label. However, as Harold 

Underdown, an editor at Orchard Books, says, “So much of what is published is 

multicultural in the sense of what we as white people think is multicultural, now what 

other cultures see as multicultural” (Ford, np). Since most editors at major publishing 

houses are white, these back listed books often represented the older, more stereotypical 

views of multicultural literature.

There exists another stereotype among the larger publishing houses as well -- the 

view that there is now enough or even too much multicultural literature, and that if a 

book has been written about a white child’s experience, there is no need to publish a book 

with children of color facing the same experience (Ford, 1994). Elizabeth Szabla, editor-

in-chief of Lee & Low books, a small press that focuses on publishing multicultural 

books, explains, 

It’s important to pay attention to who is saying the market is saturated. It’s
not the communities of color. It’s not writers or artists; it’s not educators; 
it’s not librarians. It’s publishers. Are they really publishing more, or are 
they just flooding the market by repackaging old titles? There are still very 
few front list multicultural titles. And a lot of these books don’t reflect 
contemporary experiences. (Ford, np)

Finally, says Ford, the smaller presses also face the difficulty in marketing books 

with multicultural themes and characters. He quotes Sheila Foster, founder of Black 

Books Galore, a Connecticut based company which sponsors multicultural book fairs: 

“To me it’s a wonder that any of the multicultural books even sell. . . . Publishers don’t 
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promote them. They will do catalogues, but that’s it. There are not author or illustrator 

tours for multicultural authors, no promotion for multicultural books within communities 

of color” (np).

Hence, while smaller presses are definitely filling a niche by publishing books by 

authors and illustrators from ethnic minority groups, they face a multitude of challenges, 

including finding talented people to write and illustrate children’s books, publishing 

books for a small minority that will interest the larger majority, and learning how to 

market those books to a wider market.

Conclusion

Over the past several decades, the business of children’s book publishing has 

changed. Up until the 1950s, publishing companies expected only moderate profits and 

were primarily concerned with publishing good literature. Publishing companies were 

able to survive financially by reprinting their backlists of classic books, which then gave 

publishers and editors the financial freedom to spend time and money discovering and 

nurturing new authors. When large corporations started acquiring publishing companies, 

however, the larger companies required larger profit margins, so they began looking to 

turn books into commodities rather than merely good literature. In order to sell a lot of 

books in a short amount of time, these large companies began looking for ways to turn 

their books into brand names, either by encouraging celebrities from theatre, movies, 

television, music, sports, and even politics to write books for children, or by looking for 

ways to turn book characters into name brands and thus create marketing- tie ins with 

commodities such as movies, toys, and video games. 
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This move to create “brand” names out of books had a negative effect on the field 

of multicultural children’s books. Books for children from ethnic minorities had always 

been in short supply, since publishers traditionally ignored, overlooked, or devalued 

children of color as readers, but during the Civil Rights era of the 1960s there was a slight 

increase in the number of books published that featured multicultural themes and 

characters and that were written and illustrated by people from minority ethnic groups. 

However, that increase was short-lived; today, national companies eager for larger profits 

are once again more interested in selling to the majority culture, which in the United 

States is still white people.

While national companies have not shown much interest in publishing books for 

the minority groups in the United States, there has been some research to demonstrate 

that smaller publishing companies are contributing positively to the quantity and quality 

of multicultural children’s books. These smaller companies, who have committed 

themselves to publish books that reflect all of our society’s diverse cultures, have been 

more diligent in seeking out new authors and illustrators from within minority ethnic 

communities, have been more aggressive in marketing multicultural children’s books, 

and have paid more attention to the need for cultural authenticity in authors and 

illustrators.  National publishing companies appear less concerned about making sure that 

people from minority cultures are given a voice in children’s book publishing than they 

are with selling as many books as quickly as possible. They view “multicultural books” 

as just another fad, rather than as a vital element in encouraging tolerance and 

understanding within today’s society, particularly at a time when we are growing more 
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diverse and the need is even greater to provide people from marginalized groups with 

their own voice. Small independent presses provide people from minority cultures the 

opportunities to share their voices. Whether these companies do this from an economic or 

altruistic stance, at least they are publishing stories by, for and about people of color. This 

dissertation seeks to more clearly understand the role that small presses play in the field 

of children’s literature and to examine the challenges they face in publishing children’s 

books.  
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS

Given the fact that larger publishing companies are primarily publishing books 

that can sell a lot of copies very quickly and that there is currently a need for literature 

that appeals to children from ethnic minority groups, this dissertation focuses on what 

small, independent presses see as their role in publishing multicultural children’s 

literature and on the challenges they face in publishing and selling multicultural 

children’s books. This chapter begins with an overview of the reasons for selecting a 

qualitative approach in conducting research for this dissertation, followed by a discussion 

of the preparation involved in planning to conduct the qualitative research. An overview 

of the selection process used to determine which companies to include in this research is 

provided, as well as information about the companies that were ultimately selected. The 

method for conducting the interviews is then outlined, followed by a discussion of how 

the interviews were analyzed to determine overall ideas and themes, which then provide 

the basis for the following chapters. 

Selecting a Qualitative Research Approach

The research for this dissertation was gathered through individual interviews with 

publishers, editors, marketing directors, and other staff people of smaller, independent 

publishing companies, as well as with authors who have published with these smaller 

presses and with the owner of an independent children’s book and toy store. Seidman 

(1998) compares interviewing with listening to people’s stories; I wanted to hear the 

stories of people involved in writing, illustrating, editing, and publishing multicultural 
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children’s books. This research is based on my belief that there aren’t enough good books 

being published that feature Hispanic, Native American, Asian-American, and African 

American stories and children, and that national companies are virtually ignoring these 

markets in favor of books with instant brands. According to Seidman, “Interviewing 

provides access to the context of people’s behavior and thereby provides a way for 

researchers to understand the meaning of that behavior” (p. 4). The behavior of the 

national companies can be explained by their desire to make as large a profit as possible; 

the behavior of small, independent presses in publishing books for the multicultural 

market was less understandable. By conducting interviews, I hoped to gain a better 

understanding of why these smaller presses have chosen to focus on publishing 

multicultural children’s books in light of the national trend of publishing branded books.

Selecting the Publishing Companies

The publishing companies selected to be interviewed for this dissertation had to 

meet the following criteria: 

• They were independently owned, small presses;

• they either specialized in publishing multicultural children’s books or had  

more than three multicultural children’s books listed in the catalogue. 

• they were located in the greater Southwest (since I hoped to travel to most if 

not all of them to interview representatives on site).

I was primarily interested in finding companies that were intentional about publishing 

multicultural and/or bilingual children’s books, not companies that happened to have a 

few multicultural titles.  
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To find these companies, I first went to the campus bookstore and scanned the 

shelves of the children’s books, looking for books with a multicultural focus or theme 

and then noting the publishing company.  I then went on-line to research each company.  

In this way, I narrowed my research to seven publishing companies: 

• Children’s Book Press in San Francisco, California; 

• Piñata Books, an imprint of Arte Público Press in Houston, Texas; 

• Cinco Puntos Press in El Paso, Texas; 

• Kiva Publishing in Santa Fe, New Mexico; 

• the University of New Mexico Press in Albuquerque, New Mexico;

•  Salina Bookshelf in Flagstaff, Arizona; and 

• Rising Moon/Luna Rising, an imprint of Northland Publishing Company, 

also located in Flagstaff. 

All of these companies have not only published books written by Latino and Native 

American authors, but have published bilingual children’s books as well. This next 

section will provide a brief history and overview of these seven independent presses.  

Children’s Book Press

Arguably the most well-known of the small book presses that promote 

multicultural children’s literature is the Children’s Book Press, founded in 1975 by 

Harriet Rohmer, a white woman. Rohmer was visiting her son’s Head Start classroom in 

the San Francisco Mission district in 1973 and was surprised to find that “although most 

of the children were Hispanic, none of the books in the classroom reflected their lives or 

cultures.” In an interview with Beverly Slapin in 1987 Rohmer said, ‘I remember 
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listening as the teacher read the books to the kids. It’s a nice little book but certainly had 

nothing to do with the reality of these children, even the few of them who were white. So 

I felt I had to do something about it” (Horning, 1993, np). 

What began as a quest to publish books that would appeal to Hispanic children 

over 30 years ago has transformed into a non-profit publishing company that publishes 

books from African-American, Native American, Asian American, and Hispanic cultures. 

Today, the most recent catalogue from Children’s Book Press lists a total of 58 

books from Latino, Asian American, African American, and Native American artists with 

titles such as Birthday in the Barrio, China’s Bravest Girl, Honoring our Ancestors, A 

Man Called Raven, and Sachiko Means Happiness. Its books have won numerous 

awards, including the American Library Association’s (ALA) list of Notable Books; the 

Américas Award for literature that contains Latin American, Caribbean, or Latino 

themes; the Coretta Scott King Award; the Independent Publisher Book Award; the 

ALA’s  Pura Belpré Award for books that recognize the Latino cultural experience; the 

Skipping Stones Honor Award that recognizes outstanding books, teaching resources and 

educational videos; the Texas Bluebonnet Award from the Texas Library Association; the 

Parents’ Choice Award; and the Tomás Rivera Mexican American Children’s Book 

Award.

Currently, the press is looking specifically for “picture books for elementary 

school-aged children about contemporary life in the Latino/Chicano, African American, 

Asian American, Native American, multi-racial and other minority and new immigrant 

communities”   (http://www.childrensbookpress.org/editorial.html). 
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Piñata Books

Piñata Books is the children’s book imprint of Arte Público Press, which was 

founded in 1979 by Nicolás Kanellos, a professor at Indiana University Northwest in 

Gary, Indiana, after he discovered that few mainstream presses were publishing the work 

of contemporary Hispanic authors. A year after he started the Press, Kanellos accepted a 

professor position at the University of Houston and moved the press with him.  While the 

original mission was to “further the endeavor of providing a national forum for Hispanic 

literature” (Arte Público Press, 2004 Catalogue, np), the press initiated the Recovering 

the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage project in 1992, which represented “the first 

nationally coordinated attempt to recover, index, and publish lost Latino writings that 

date from the colonial period through 1960” (Catalogue, np). Today, Arte Público Press 

is recognized as the largest publisher of contemporary and historic US Hispanic 

Literature.

Early on, Arte Público recognized the need for more quality literature for children 

and young adults that authentically portrayed U.S. Hispanic culture. In 1994, with a grant 

from the Mellon Foundation, Arte Público started its children’s and young adult’s 

imprint, Piñata Books. Mejia (1999) writes that, although Arte Público has published 

many U.S. Hispanic authors who would not have been recognized by the mainstream 

presses, the press has been developing a national reputation which is succeeding in giving 

its authors more visibility in the national book market.  Piñata Books, Mejia says “stands 

unique in the annals of U.S. publishing houses” since it has made a commitment to fill a 

dire need for Hispanic literature for children and young adults (p. 28).  
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Some of the books published by Piñata Books include Trino’s Choice by Diane 

Bertrand, Spirits of the High Mesa by Floyd Martinez, The Bakery Lady and The Desert 

is My Mother by Pat Mora, and Nilda by Nicholasa Mohr. According to its web page at 

http://www.arte.uh.edu/,

Books published under the Piñata Books imprint have been very well 
received, with many books receiving awards such as the Paterson Prize for 
Young Adult Literature and the Skipping Stones Award, and others being 
named to recommended reading lists like the American Library 
Association’s annual list of recommended reading for reluctant young 
adult readers, Quick Picks for Young Adults; The New York Public 
Library’s Books for the Teen Age; and the Américas Award for Children’s 
and Young Adult Literature.

Cinco Puntos Press

Cinco Puntos Press is located in El Paso, Texas and, like Piñata Books, 

specializes in Hispanic books for children. According to its website 

(http://www.cincopuntos.com/index.html),

Cinco Puntos Press (CPP), begun in 1985, is a nationally-known, 
independent, NOT non-profit, literary press that specializes in publishing 
the literature (fiction, non-fiction, poetry, and books for kids) from the 
U.S./Mexico border, Mexico and the American Southwest. In recognition 
of our importance as a voice for this region and our commitment to 
literature, we have received the American Book Award for excellence in 
publishing and been inducted into the Latino Literary Hall of Fame. We 
have received five publishing grants from the National Endowment for the 
Arts, and three similar grants from the Texas Commission for the Arts. 
The Border Regional Library Association, in addition to awarding 
Southwest Book Awards for three of our books over the last decade, 
presented CPP with a special Southwest Book Award in 1993 for 
outstanding achievement in bringing national recognition to our regional 
literature. We have also received two grants from the Fideicomiso para la 
Cultura de México y Estados Unidos (funded jointly by the Belles Artes 
and the Rockefeller Foundation).
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In 1987, Cinco Puntos published La Llorona by Joe Hayes; the book has gone on 

to sell 100,000 copies and become a modern classic.  Other titles from Cinco Puntos 

include A Gift from Papa Diego by Benjamin Saenz; Cada Niño/Every Child by Tish 

Hinojosa; Elegy on the Death of César Chávez by Rudolfo Anaya; and The Story of 

Colors/La Histoire de los Colores, by Subcomandante Marcos.

University of New Mexico Press

The University of New Mexico Press was founded in 1929. As a university press, 

its mission is to publish scholarly works about the peoples, archaeology, art, and cultures 

of New Mexico and the Southwest. As early as the 1940s, the press published a series of 

anthropomorphic children’s nature books about a small bear cub named Cubby, as well as 

other general non-fiction nature books. The press also has a certain amount of notoriety 

for having republished The Education of Little Tree, by Forrest Carter, the story of a 

young Native American boy who is raised by his white grandfather and Native American 

grandmother. It was hailed as a realistic book about Native Americans until it was 

discovered that the author was actually a long-time member of the Ku Klux Klan with no 

ties to a Native American tribe.

Recently, the press has begun publishing multicultural children’s books, including 

a series of Cherokee Grandmother stories written and illustrated by a husband and wife 

team, Deborah Duvall and Murv Jacob, as well as a bilingual book by noted Chicano 

author Rudolfo Anaya, The Santero’s Miracle: A Bilingual Story. The press plans to 

continue publishing children’s books that highlight the cultures of the American 

Southwest.
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Kiva Publishing

Kiva Publishing, previously located in Santa Fe, New Mexico, but now located in 

Walnut, California, describes itself as “an independent publishing house with a regional 

and topical emphasis on Southwest Native American literature” 

(http://www.kivapub.com/) that will also consider submissions of stories about Hispanic 

children. Under its Guidelines for Authors, Kiva states, “Native American children's 

stories should have an Indian author or illustrator, and Hispanic children's stories should 

have a Latino author or illustrator.” Some of its books include Sing Down the Rain by 

Judi Moreillon with illustrations by Tohono O’odham artist Michael Chiago; Songs of 

Shiprock Fair by Navajo author Luci Tapahanso, illustrated by Navajo artist Anthony 

Emerson Chee; and The Magic Hummingbird, a Hopi folktale that was translated by 

Ekkehart Malotki, illustrated by Apache/Tewa/Hopi artist Michael Lacapa, and narrated 

by Michael Lomatuway'ma from Hopi.

Salina Bookshelf

Salina Bookshelf, located in Flagstaff, Arizona, was founded in 1994 by twin 

Navajo brothers Eric and Kenneth Lockard, who describe the company as 

an independent publisher of textbooks, children’s picture books, reference 
books, and electronic media in Navajo and English. These dual language 
materials captivate young and old readers alike. Many books include an 
audio CD narrated in Navajo and English for use in the home or 
classroom. Authentic depictions of Navajo life, both contemporary and 
traditional, are portrayed throughout the entire collection of materials 
offered. These resources have broad appeal in classrooms, adult centers, 
libraries, and homes to teach the Navajo language and culture (website at 
http://www.salinabookshelf.com/SalinaHome.html).
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Children’s books published by Salina Bookshelf include Red is Beautiful by 

Roberta John, Father’s Boots and Sunpainters: Eclipse of the Navajo Sun by Baje 

Whitethorne, Sr., and a series of baby board books that feature a traditionally dressed 

Navajo girl as she learns about numbers, colors, and animals in both English and Navajo. 

Rising Moon/Luna Rising

Northland Publishing Company in Flagstaff, Arizona, was founded in 1958 by 

Paul Weaver. After receiving positive attention for its first children’s book published in 

1988, Northland started its children’s imprint, Rising Moon, in 1997. Rising Moon’s 

mission is to acquire “titles with wide appeal and universal themes for the national 

market” and is looking for “exceptional bilingual (Spanish/English) stories; original 

stories with Southwest flavor, Southwestern twists on traditional fairytales, activity books 

– coloring books, maze books, fun fact books about the region, and board books” (web 

page at http://www.northlandpub.com/index.cfm). While Rising Moon does not 

specialize in books about a specific Southwestern minority group, it has an imprint called 

Luna Rising Books that specializes in publishing bilingual books in Spanish and English. 

Some of Rising Moon’s books include The Flute Player, written and illustrated by Native 

American Michael Lacapa, and Grandmother Spider Brings the Sun: A Cherokee Story, 

by Geri Keams, and the series about Clarence, the purple horse, by Jean Adams. Luna 

Rising’s books include the Carlos series written by Jan Romero Stevens and My Name is 

Celia: The Life of Celia Cruz/Me llamo Celia: La vida de Celia Cruz and My Name is 

Gabriela: The Life of Gabriela Mistral/Mi Llamo Gabriela: La vida de Gabriela Mistral, 

both written by Monica Brown. 



75

Preparing for the Interviews

To prepare for the interviews, I used Dilley’s (2000) four elements of good 

interview practice: studying background information, interview analysis, protocol 

creation and self-reflective interviewing. Background information was gathered on each 

of the selected publishing companies by accessing their websites.  On the websites, I 

looked at the company’s mission and history statement to determine its commitment to 

publishing quality multicultural or bilingual children’s books. I studied the books 

published by the company, looking specifically for books that might appeal to Hispanic, 

Native American, Asian-American, or African-American children and their families. I 

read submission requirements to gain a better understanding of how the company defined 

cultural authenticity as well as the extent to which it was important to the company that 

authors and illustrators come from or have experience with the cultures they write about. 

I also looked at the “Awards” page to determine what kind of recognition the books had

garnered. Finally, I accessed the “About Us” pages to learn more about the staff, 

particularly to determine any possible contacts.  

In addition to looking at web pages, I researched articles about each company in 

order to learn more about the founders, the company’s philosophy, reviews of the books 

they had published, and any current developments in the company’s plans. Finally, 

during the interviews names of other people would often come up, since the book 

publishing field is relatively small and most of the people I spoke with were familiar with 

the other people I interviewed. Sometimes they directed me to another person I should 
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interview; Marina Tristán with Piñata Books encouraged me to contact Ruth Tobar with 

Children’s Book Press and even gave me her phone number. 

Dilley’s (2000) second element of practicing interviewing techniques involves 

analyzing interviews that have already been conducted. To do this, I researched the 

names of the publishers, editors, and authors involved in these companies to determine if 

previous interviews had been published. I was able to find several such interviews. By 

reading these interviews, I gained a better understanding of the terms used in book 

publishing as well as of some of the issues of publishing multicultural children’s books, 

such as determining the cultural authenticity of an author or breaking into new markets. I 

also read interviews by authors to learn more about their experiences of publishing with a 

large company versus publishing with a small company. 

Dilley’s (2003) third element is to create and revise protocols, or the actual 

questions and direction of the interview; he suggests using a script or some prompts 

during the interview.  I chose to develop a list of questions that I wanted to be sure to ask

each interviewee with the understanding that each interview would be unique as I 

expanded on responses and created a dialogue with the person I was interviewing. While 

the scripted questions provided the basis of my interviews, I hoped that during the course 

of each interview other questions and issues would arise.

Spradley (1979) suggests that qualitative research conducted through 

ethnographic interviews is the search for three things: the parts that make up a culture; 

the relationship between those parts, and how those parts relate to the whole of the 

culture. In developing the questions for the interviews, I focused on certain parts that 
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make up the culture of children’s book publishing: national publishing companies; small, 

independent publishers; companies that publish multicultural children’s books 

specifically; the books published by both large and small publishers; the authors and 

illustrators of these books; and the bookstores that sell these books.  I wanted to 

understand the relationships inherent in these parts, that is, the relationships between 

small companies and multicultural children’s books; between small publishers and their 

audience and market; between small companies and children’s book authors and 

illustrators; between small, independent book publishers and large, national publishers; 

between various small companies; and between publishing companies and independent 

bookstores. Finally, the relationship of these parts were examined in light of their 

relationship to the whole of publishing children’s books, specifically multicultural 

children’s books. 

 To learn about these parts of the culture of children’s book publishers and how 

they related to each other and to children’s book publishing, I developed two sets of 

questions: one set for editors, publishers, and other staff people in the publishing 

companies (Appendix A) and one set for authors (Appendix B). The questions deal with 

the following general themes:

• The company’s history and mission, particularly as it relates to why the 

company chose to publish multicultural children’s books;

• What the audience is for multicultural books and how the company markets to 

that audience;
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• How the editor finds authors and illustrators who meet the cultural standards 

of the books they write and illustrate; 

• Why companies choose to publish some or all of their books in a bilingual 

format and how the translation is accomplished; 

• What the national trends are in book publishing and how these trends affect 

the smaller, independent publishing houses; 

• The relationships these smaller presses believe they have to the larger 

companies; and

• The future these companies envision for themselves as publishers of 

multicultural children’s books. 

The questions for the authors dealt with background information on how many books the 

author has published and with what company; the author’s experience working with a 

smaller company and, if applicable, a larger house and how she would compare those 

experiences;  why the author chose to publish with a smaller company and whether she 

would want to work with a national company; and what role the author thinks that 

smaller companies play in publishing multicultural children’s books. 

In order to better understand the current market for multicultural children’s books, 

I also decided to interview the owner of a local independent children’s book and toy 

store. For this interview, I asked questions relative to national trends, the audience for 

multicultural books, and what the future holds for multicultural book sales. 

Dilley’s (2000) fourth and final element of interviewing is what he calls self-

reflexive interviewing. To be self-reflexive, the interviewer must be careful to drown out 
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all the voices in one’s head, such as the time-keeping voice, and to focus on what is being 

said during the interview. The most important part of interviewing, Dilley says, is 

listening. During the interviews, which I conducted mostly by phone and a few in person, 

I was conscious of the “inner” voice that kept looking at the time on the phone pad and 

hoping that the tape in the recorder would not run out. However, I did practice listening 

skills by letting the interviewee talk as much as possible and only providing prompts, 

asking for clarification, or going on to the next question on my list. 

Conducting Interviews

The next step in my research was to contact each of the selected publishing 

companies by phone to determine which staff people I could interview. In each case, I 

described my research project to the person who answered and asked with whom I should 

speak. Generally, I was directed to the editor (Eric Lockard with Salina Bookshelf, 

Marina Tristán with Piñata Books, Theresa Howell with Rising Moon/Luna Rising, and 

Luther Wilson with UNM Press). In the case of Cinco Puntos, the founders and editors, 

Lee and Bobby Byrd, were out of town for much of the summer, so I was directed to 

speak with John Byrd, their son and the company’s marketing director. I was given Ruth 

Tobar’s name by Marina Tristán as the contact for Children’s Book Press; Tobar was also 

listed as the Editor on Children’s Book Press web page, so I asked specifically for her 

when I called. When I first contacted Northland (parent of Rising Moon and Luna Rising) 

I originally spoke with Eric Howard, the marketing and sales director, who agreed to 

speak with me but also passed my name on to Theresa Howell. One weekend I drove to 

Flagstaff to meet with Theresa and Eric at Northland and also arranged to meet Eric 
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Lockard at Salina Bookshelf and to meet and interview several more staff people there: 

Jesse Ruffenach, the editor; Brian George, the sales manager; and Ken Lockard, Eric’s 

brother and the publisher.

I asked all of the editors I spoke with if they could direct me to any authors who 

might be willing to speak with me. Theresa Howell put me in touch with Monica Brown, 

the author of two of Luna Rising’s books, My Name is Celia and My Name is Gabriela. I 

contacted Brown first by email to arrange a phone interview. Similarly, Marina Tristán of 

Piñata Books put me in touch with three authors: Pat Mora, Diana Bertrand-Gonzales, 

and one other author who asked not to be identified by name. I interviewed each of these 

authors and also accessed their websites for more background information and for other 

interviews they had given. 

Finally, one of the faculty members in the University of Arizona Teaching and 

Teacher Education program suggested I contact Retha Davis, co-owner of Kid’s Center, 

in order to determine how independent booksellers sell multicultural children’s books. 

Davis also agreed to an interview.

Unfortunately, I was never able to interview Steven Bell, the editor of Kiva 

Publishing. We spoke on the phone on two different occasions and I even emailed him 

the questions so he could think about them before I interviewed him, but after several 

attempts to contact him to arrange a time to talk I heard nothing more from him. 

However, all of the other people I spoke with and ended up interviewing in these 

publishing companies were gracious about letting me interview them, and all were 

interested in the research that I was doing. 
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When I first contacted the company representatives to set up the interview, I 

explained my research project and asked if I could arrange a time of 30 to 45 minutes to 

call them and ask them my questions. I also told them I would need them to sign the 

Human Subjects Consent Form; I would either fax this form to them and have them fax it 

back or send them a copy through the mail along with a stamped, self-addressed envelope 

for them to mail back to me. Once I received their signed copies I would sign them and 

send one back to them. All but one person (an author) agreed to let me use their name and 

their company’s name (if applicable) in my paper.

All of the interviews were conducted by phone, except Eric Howard at Northland 

and Jesse Ruffenach, Brian George, and Ken Lockard at Salina Bookshelf, which were 

done in person on site in Flagstaff.  In the end, I interviewed 15 people: Theresa Howell, 

Eric Howard, Luther Wilson, Eric Lockard, Ken Lockard, Jesse Ruffenach, Brian 

George, John Byrd, Marina Tristán, Ruth Tobar, Monica Brown, Pat Mora, Diana 

Gonzales Bertrand, an author, and Retha Davis. 

For the phone interviews, I used the phone in my office at the University of 

Arizona, since it had speaker phone capability, which I found made it easier to use a tape 

recorder to tape the conversation. When I called for the interview, I would ask if I could 

tape the conversation and, if he or she were agreeable, would tell the interviewee that I 

was turning on my tape recorder. I went through the questions on my list, adding 

questions for follow-up, clarification, or to explore points the speaker made throughout 

the interview. At the end of each interview, I asked if the interviewee had anything to 

add. I then thanked each one for his or her time.  
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It took about six weeks to get all of the interviews done, although I didn’t 

interview Ruth Tobar with Children’s Book Press until later in the summer. While I was 

conducting interviews, I was also transcribing the interviews I had completed. I did the 

transcription myself with a transcription machine. By transcribing each interview myself, 

I had the opportunity to listen again to the interviews, paying attention to voice and 

delivery. I tried to capture the tone of the conversation by including laughter and pauses 

during the interview.

Determining Themes

Seidman (1998) describes what he refers to as the most conventional process of 

analyzing data collected from interviews, that of looking for categories and then 

connecting those categories into themes, or what is known as classifying or coding 

interviews. In this process, the reviewer first reads through the transcripts and marks 

interesting passages. Once marked, the reviewer can then return and determine the 

subject of those passages, and then develop words or phrases that describe those 

passages. Finally, the reviewer groups these words and phrases to determine overall 

themes. 

I began the process of looking for categories by reading through each interview 

several times and marking the main points of each sentence, phrase or response. To 

designate these main points, I developed codes for each discussion topic and marked that 

code in the margin of the paper. When I came upon what I considered to be a new topic, I 

created a new code. The codes I ultimately created were as follows: HIS (history of the 

company); MIS (mission of the company); AUT/ILL (discussions of specific authors and 
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illustrators); BKS (discussions of specific books); CA (cultural authenticity in authors 

and illustrators); MCB (multicultural books in general); AUD (the audience for the 

company’s books); MKT (the market for the books); MKG (how the company markets its 

books); AW (winning awards); REV (getting reviews); BIL (bilingual books); TRANS 

(issues of translation); NT (national trends in children’s book publishing); FP (future 

plans of the companies); and SPC (the role smaller publishing companies play in 

promoting multicultural children’s books). 

As Spradley (1979) suggested, the themes that emerged from analysis of these 

interviews demonstrated the interrelationship between the parts of the children’s book 

publishing field. For example, I considered the audience to be the people who purchased 

and read the books, such as teachers, librarians, parents, and children. Market referred to 

a larger group, such as the educational market (which included teachers and librarians) or 

the individual market (children and their parents). The market also refers to the medium 

through which books were sold, such as through catalogues, distributors, conferences, or 

bookstores. Marketing referred to the methods used by the companies to reach their 

audience and their market, which were often identical to the market itself (conferences, 

catalogues, book fairs).  In other words, a distributor was a market – the company which 

bought the books – but it also served as a marketing tool by in turn selling the books to 

schools. Additionally, the audience of teachers and librarians often found out about books 

through the market of a conference. This relationship of audience, market, and marketing 

can be described in terms of buyers, sellers, and publicity. Buyers are the end result, the 

children, parents, teachers, librarians, and other people who buy and/or read the books. 
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The sellers are the entities such as wholesalers or methods such as bookstores or 

catalogue and internet sales that sell books directly to the buyers. Publicity refers to the 

advertising methods and media that generate interest in a book, such as catalogues, 

awards, reviews, book fairs, and conferences. The publishing companies need all three of 

these, buyers, sellers, and publicity, to sell their books. 

Similar to these passages, where several concepts might be discussed together, 

were passages that contained references to specific authors and illustrators as well as to 

their books and might also include information about the author’s ability to write 

authentically about the culture portrayed in the book; often a response to one of my 

questions might contain a reference to all four topics.  The interviewer would often 

identify an author, a book, and an illustrator in a discussion of how his or her company 

found people to create their books as well as how the author or illustrator related to the 

culture found in a specific book.

To determine how the themes I had identified could be grouped together, I wrote 

them down and then looked for comparisons within the ideas. Since several of the topics 

tended to be grouped together in the conversation, it was relatively simple to come up 

with seven general themes, or categories of responses, that emerged throughout all of the 

interviews. While I grouped these topics into general themes, 

The first theme that emerged was that of the history and mission of each 

company. Often, when asked to describe the history of their company, the company 

representatives would discuss the mission of the company. In many cases, the mission 

and the history of the company were one and the same; the company – or children’s book 
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imprint – was founded because historically the company recognized a need to provide 

better multicultural books for children, which then became the mission for the company. 

For example, Northland decided to found its bilingual children’s imprint, Luna Rising, 

after hearing from educators that they needed quality children’s books for their Hispanic 

student population. The mission of Luna Rising, then, became to publish quality bilingual 

books in English and Spanish. Similarly, Piñata Books emerged from Arte Público, a 

company that was founded specifically to help Latino authors get published, and had as 

its mission to publish more books that appeal to Latino and Latina children. I found that 

all of the companies I researched shared a basic mission: to increase the amount of 

quality multicultural children’s books in a market that demonstrated a huge need for these 

books. Thus, I decided to group the themes of a company’s history and how it related to 

its mission together. This was the first step in establishing the role that these companies 

play in publishing multicultural literature for children. 

While the presence of a growing Hispanic or, in the case of Salina Bookshelf, 

Navajo market was usually the impetus for these companies to begin to focus on 

publishing multicultural and bilingual children’s books, it was also necessary for the 

company to look for ways to market (that is, to both sell and advertise their books) to 

those populations as well as to people in the majority culture in order to continue to sell 

and publish these books. To determine the role these presses play in the multicultural 

children’s book market, it was necessary to first discuss what that market is and how 

these presses are trying to tap into the market. Obviously, a publishing company cannot 

be successful if its books are not selling. Thus, the market is both a cause and effect; the 
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need for more multicultural books created the market, and the companies need people to 

buy multicultural books in order for them to succeed financially so they can continue to 

publish more books. The themes of audience (buyers), market (sellers), and marketing 

(publicity), which included garnering reviews and winning awards, came together 

naturally as a general theme about how the companies determine who buys their books 

and how they work to increase these audiences through selling techniques and better 

publicity.

National publishing companies succeed by selling lots of copies of books; one 

way they achieve this is by having brand names, either in the book characters such as 

Clifford or Harry Potter or in the authors, such as Katie Couric and Madonna, associated 

with their books. These companies are trying to reach the largest audience, that is, people 

in the majority culture. Smaller companies do not need to sell as many books as the larger 

companies in order to survive; a huge seller for these companies is a book like Cinco 

Puntos’s La Llorona, which has sold over 100,000 copies, while an excellent record 

might be a book that sells 6,000 to 10,000 copies. While the national companies may be 

focusing on creating brands for their books, these smaller companies are more interested 

in meeting their missions of producing quality literature, and to do this they must find 

authors and illustrators who can produce books that speak to children. But if they aren’t 

using “brand name” authors, how do they go about finding authors and illustrators for 

their children’s books? And if their goal is to publish books for children from different 

ethnic backgrounds, how important is it to them that they find authors and illustrators 

with culturally authentic voices? The questions I asked of how the editors and publishers 
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determined if an author or illustrator was qualified to write about a specific culture often 

led to discussions of cultural authenticity, of how a press determined whether its authors 

and illustrators were able to authentically write about or illustrate a specific culture. Thus, 

the questions of finding authors and illustrators, how specific books came to be written 

and illustrated, and how an editor defined cultural authenticity became the third theme. 

The themes of a company’s mission, the audience it sells its books to, and the 

authors and illustrators that create its books tie into another, larger theme, that of why 

companies often chose to publish books in a bilingual format, with two languages (often 

English/Spanish or, in the case of Salina Bookshelf, English/Navajo) on the same page or 

page spread. Discussions of bilingual books led into discussions of how these books are 

translated, since, as we have seen, the translation of a book can have a profound effect on 

the book’s meaning. Translations are also often influenced by the audience for the book, 

with publishers looking either to create books with culturally authentic voices that speak 

to the children in their regional market or to create books that will have a wider, national 

market appeal, which would determine which dialect of a language a company might use. 

The topics of bilingual books, including why the companies chose to produce bilingual 

books (as opposed to an English edition and Spanish edition of the same book) and how 

these books were translated, became my fourth theme.

The topics of national trends, the field of multicultural books, and the role of 

smaller, independent publishers tied into a general theme of what is happening at the 

national level with children’s book publishing, and what the relationship is between 

larger companies and small presses. Certainly, there are major differences in the 



88

approaches, goals, and markets between larger companies and smaller companies, and it 

is these differences that have helped to ensure that smaller companies can succeed in 

today’s publishing industry. These themes served to illuminate the research question both 

in terms of whether the general trends of branding and publishing poorly written books 

by celebrity authors is a major focus of national companies, and whether there is a need 

for smaller, independent presses to publish quality multicultural children’s books in order 

to fill a void in children’s book publishing.

Finally, the theme of the future plans of the companies stood alone. If small 

presses are making important contributions to the field of children’s books, it then 

becomes vital that they continue making a contribution. The final theme looks at whether 

these smaller companies believed that what they were doing was not only important 

enough to the company’s mission but also whether it was economically viable for them to 

continue to publish multicultural – including bilingual – children’s books. 

Throughout all of my discussions with the editors, publishers, marketing 

directors, authors and booksellers one thing became clear: all of these topics are 

interrelated. History is both a cause and effect of a company’s mission; a mission was 

often determined by a need in the marketplace; filling the need in the marketplace both 

created and demanded a larger audience, requiring broader marketing techniques; the 

need for a quality product requires quality authors and illustrators, which in turn create a 

larger demand by creating quality books; responding to one’s mission also requires 

responding to the market by creating bilingual books; and a company’s future often 

depends on the national demand for children’s books as well as how successfully the 
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smaller companies can fill the niches that have been ignored or undiscovered by the 

national companies. A discussion of each of these general themes will show how these 

smaller companies are contributing to the field of children’s literature in two ways; they 

are meeting the need for more quality literature for children from a multitude of ethnic 

cultures, and they are continuing to create a market for books that feature multicultural 

characters and themes. 

Conclusion

To answer my research questions of what small, independent book presses see as 

their role in the field of multicultural children’s literature and what issues and challenges 

they face in publishing and marketing these books, I conducted qualitative research to 

learn directly from publishers, editors, and marketing directors of independent presses as 

well as from children’s book authors and a representative from a children’s bookstore. 

The companies were selected based on their proximity to Tucson so that interviews could 

be conducted on-site whenever possible, and on the number of multicultural and/or 

bilingual books for children the company has published. Seven companies were 

originally selected for this study, but ultimately only six participated in the interviews. 

The interviews were conducted by phone and in person, using an established set of 

questions with room for expansion and additional questions. The interviews were 

transcribed and then analyzed for recurring themes among all the interviews; these 

themes were condensed into six overall themes that relate to the research questions. 
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The following chapters examine each of these six themes: 

• the history and mission of each company, particularly in regards as to why 

the company publishes multicultural (including bilingual) children’s 

books; 

• who the audience is for multicultural and bilingual children’s books and 

how the companies market their books to that audience as well as how 

they use marketing techniques to expand their audiences; 

• how the companies find authors and illustrators to produce quality books 

and how they determine the cultural authenticity of an author or illustrator; 

• why these companies decided to publish bilingual books and how the 

process of translation affects the publication of a book as well as its sales; 

• how the smaller companies view their relationship with larger, national 

publishing companies; and 

• how these small companies envision their future in continuing to publish 

multicultural children’s books. 

These themes represent my findings related to my original research questions: what do 

small publishing companies see as their role in the field of multicultural children’s 

literature, and what challenges and issues have they faced in publishing and marketing 

these books?
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS

This chapter examines the information gathered from the interviews conducted for 

this dissertation. The interviews were analyzed for information that pertained to the six 

general themes: why small companies choose to publishing multicultural (including 

bilingual) children’s books; who the audience is for these books and how the companies 

reach those audiences; how the companies find and select authors and illustrators for 

multicultural children’s books; how the companies approached issues of bilingual books, 

including the decision to publish one book with two languages and how to find 

translators; the relationship these small companies have with the national companies; and 

how these companies envision their future in publishing multicultural children’s books. 

This chapter will look at each of these six themes in turn. 

History and Mission of Selected Companies

Often, the decision to begin to publish multicultural and bilingual children’s 

books arose out of a company’s stated mission, which in turn often arose from that 

company’s history. Out of the six companies I researched, only one, Children’s Book 

Press, was not an imprint of an already established independent press; however, all of 

these independent companies started publishing multicultural children’s books because 

they recognized that the need for books for all the children who lived within their 

communities that was not being met by the national publishing companies. While 

publishing multicultural children’s books certainly brings in revenue for these companies, 

independent book publishing companies are not established for monetary compensation 
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alone. In fact, independent book publishers, by virtue of the fact that they are smaller, 

don’t expect to make the sort of huge sales that national companies can make from a 

brand name book. Rather than looking at the overall themes of history and mission, this 

section examines the distinct history and mission of each publishing company to 

demonstrate each press’s reasons for and commitment to publishing multicultural 

children’s books. 

Cinco Puntos

The example of Cinco Puntos illustrates quite well the fact that smaller presses 

often respond to needs from within the communities surrounding them rather than their 

own need to make large amounts of money from the sales of one book. Before founding 

Cinco Puntos Press, Lee and Bobby Byrd were themselves writers; Lee wrote adult 

fiction and Bobby, poetry. According to John Byrd, their son and the marketing director 

of Cinco Puntos, his parents were working as technical writers 20 years ago when they 

decided to start a business that would give them more time to devote to their own writing. 

The result was Cinco Puntos, which allowed them to own their own business and to 

publish their own work at the same time. Originally, their idea for Cinco Puntos was to 

publish literature and poetry. According to John, 

One of the reasons [my parents] wanted to be publishers is because they 
are good writers, they are really fantastic writers, and there were a lot of 
other really good writers, here in El Paso, at the time – not just El Paso, 
but in the American Southwest, and they really felt that there wasn’t a 
venue for a lot of these authors to get published, so they wanted to give a 
voice to these writers. And since we are from El Paso, a lot of these great 
writers are Hispanic. . . . [My parents] ended up doing – whether 
consciously or not – was really publishing a reflection of our town. And 
our town is predominantly Hispanic, very bilingual.
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Since the Byrds were interested in promoting literature from the Southwest, one 

of them had the idea to ask their friend Joe Hayes, a storyteller from Benson, Arizona, to 

write one of his stories as a children’s book. The result was La Llorona, the Hispanic 

folktale of the woman who lost her children and now haunts riverbanks crying for them. 

La Llorona has become the company’s biggest seller, selling over 100,000 copies in the 

past 18 years. Since Joe Hayes told his stories in a mixture of English and Spanish, La 

Llorona and the subsequent books written by Hayes that Cinco Puntos has published 

(there are fifteen so far) are published as bilingual books, with English and Spanish 

sharing the same pages.

With the success of La Llorona, says John Byrd, his parents “realized that 

children’s – literature for children – and young adults was sort of they way they could go 

– one thing they could push to make the company grow a little bit and provide a stable 

income for them” (Byrd, J., personal communication, June 6, 2005). Since Cinco Puntos’ 

original mission was to publish works by local authors that would appeal to a local 

audience, it was inevitable that it would begin to publish quality books for children in 

both English and Spanish.

Children’s Book Press

Like Cinco Puntos, Children’s Book Press’s history determined its mission to 

publish quality books for children from various ethnic backgrounds. Harriet Rohmer, a 

white woman, visited her son’s school in San Francisco in 1975; looking around the 

classroom she realized that the children’s books available in the school did not reflect the 
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cultures of most of the children who attended the school. She decided to do something 

about what she considered to be an inequality. 

Rohmer began by seeking out suitable stories from the folklore archives of 

Central and South American that could be retold in both Spanish and English for 

children. She asked teachers and community members in the Mission District to tell her 

their versions of the stories. Once she had collected the stories, written them down, and 

translated them into English and Spanish, “Rohmer employed a collective of women 

muralists in San Francisco, Mujeres Muralistas, to illustrate the stories in bold vibrant 

colors. The result was a collection of ten brightly illustrated bilingual picture books in a 

folktale series called ‘Fifth World Tales’” (Horning, 1993, np). The stories came from 

various cultures including the Aztec of Mexico, the Taino of Puerto Rico, and the Yahgan 

of Chile, and not only provided literature from these and other cultural traditions but also 

provided much-needed bilingual materials for Hispanic children. Rohmer soon branched 

out into producing contemporary stories and folktales from African American, Asian 

American, and Native American traditions.

In the introduction to the press’s latest catalogue, Executive Director Ruth Tobar 

writes in English (that is also translated into Spanish): “The Press was founded on 

principles that still inform the work we do today – our aim is to publish multicultural and 

bilingual books that are visually stunning, intellectually stimulating, and which give all 

children a sense of their culture, history, and importance” (Children’s Book Press 2004 –

2005 Catalogue, np).
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Children’s Book Press’s mission, found on its website at 

www.childrensbookpress.org, is to continue to be “part of a larger movement to create a 

children’s literature of inclusion, giving all children a sense of their culture, history, and 

importance.” To achieve this mission, the press works with authors and illustrations who 

continue to have strong commitments to and connections with their communities, and 

many of whom are committed to affecting social change through activism. And, because 

the Press believes so strongly in its mission, it is a non-profit organization.

Piñata  Books

Piñata Books, the children’s book imprint of Arte Público Press, shares Children’s 

Book Press’s mission of producing quality books for children that reflect their own 

culture and traditions. Its founder, Nicolás Kanellos, a professor at Indiana University 

Northwest in Gary, Indiana, founded Arte Público in 1979 specifically to promote 

contemporary Hispanic authors, which he believed were being virtually ignored by the 

larger publishing companies. By 1994, he recognized the need for books for children that 

also accurately reflected the Hispanic culture, and founded Piñata Books with a grant 

from the Mellon Foundation. Piñata Books is “charged with the publication of bilingual 

children’s picture books as well as novels and short story collections, . . . Its specific 

goal, like Arte Público’s overall mission, is to accurately portray U.S. Hispanic culture 

and fill the void existing in the literary market that, according to its mission statement, 

has been ‘created by an increased awareness of diverse cultures’ in the United States” 

(Mejia, 1999, p. 27).
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As described on its web page (http://www.arte.uh.edu/), Piñata Books 

is dedicated to the realistic and authentic portrayal of the themes, 
languages, characters, and customs of Hispanic culture in the United 
States. With its bilingual picture books for children and its entertaining 
novels for young adults, Piñata Books has made giant strides in filling the 
void that exists in American publishing and literature: books that 
accurately reflect themes, characters and customs unique to U.S. Hispanic 
culture. 

Rising Moon/Luna Rising

Luna Rising is the bilingual English/Spanish children’s book imprint of Northland 

Publishing, based in Flagstaff, Arizona. Like Rohmer, Kanellos, and the Byrds, Theresa 

Howell, Editor of Rising Moon, Northland’s original children’s book imprint, saw the 

need for books that would appeal to Hispanic children and families. Rising Moon had 

published a series of English/Spanish books written by Jan Romero Stevens about a boy 

named Carlos. According to Howell, as the Editor of Rising Moon she received many 

appeals from librarians and teachers for more bilingual books. David Jenney, Northland’s 

publisher, realized that one way to ensure his company’s growth was by focusing more 

on the growing Hispanic market (Kinsella, 2004). In order to provide quality books for 

this market and to give those books a cohesive identity, Northland started its imprint for 

bilingual English/Spanish books, Luna Rising, in 2004. Howell writes in the Letter from 

the Editor in the Fall, 2005 catalogue, “[Luna Rising] demonstrates our commitment to 

publishing high-quality bilingual books for kids that bring the world to their fingertips” 

(p. 2).
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Salina Bookshelf

Salina Bookshelf is also based in Flagstaff, Arizona, but publishes bilingual books 

for children in English and Navajo. Salina Bookshelf was founded by twin Navajo 

brothers, Eric and Ken Lockard, when they were juniors in high school. The brothers had 

been interested in starting their own company, and recognized the need for books that 

promoted the Navajo language. Their first book, published in 1994, was a reprint of Ann 

Nolan Clark’s Who Wants to be a Prairie Dog?, originally published in 1940 with 

English and Navajo translations on each page. The brothers had also recognized the need 

for books especially written for Navajo children that would reflect their own culture and 

would encourage them to maintain or even learn their Navajo language. In a recent 

catalogue, Salina Bookshelf claims that the press “strives to keep the Navajo language 

vibrant and alive by providing readers with textbooks, children’s picture books, and 

electronic media in Navajo and English. At Salina Bookshelf, we recognize the 

importance of portraying traditional language and culture and of making this knowledge 

accessible to a broad spectrum of curious minds. Our products specialize in creating 

identity and teaching tradition” (Salina Bookshelf Catalogue, n.d., p. 13).

University of New Mexico Press

The University of New Mexico Press also recognized the need to promote the 

cultures of the American Southwest, since it is located in Albuquerque, NM. The 

University Press was founded in 1929; its mission, according to current Director Luther 

Wilson, was “to provide for communication among scholars and to provide the peoples of 
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this state and region with a fair assessment of their people’s cultures, history and 

resources.” According to Wilson, 

New Mexico is rich in several cultures, as you know. The best known are 
the Native American and Hispanic cultures in New Mexico but there are 
also Asian, Black and other cultures here with strong influences and the 
children’s books series [by Duvall and Jacob] that was first conceived and 
has continued to carry on – there are eight titles in the series now – is to 
present to children very positive images of their own and others’ cultures. 
So far that has been limited to Native American and Hispanic – there are 
several titles of Cherokees and one by Rudolfo Anaya on northern New 
Mexico village life. The goal is to present a positive image of a child’s 
own culture and other children’s cultures. (Wilson, L., personal 
communication, June 10, 2005)

Based on this mission, the Press approached a husband and wife team, 

Deborah Duvall and Murv Jacob from Tahlequah, Oklahoma, to write a series of 

children’s books based on Cherokee Indian animal stories called Grandmother 

stories. At about the same time, the press agreed to publish a children’s book by 

noted Chicano author Rudolfo Anaya entitled The Santero’s Miracle: A Bilingual 

Story in 2004. Based on the positive response to these books, the press has 

continued to publish books that reflect the multicultural traditions of the 

Southwest in its children’s books, including a recent title by Chéo Torres, Stories 

of Mexican Independence. 

Conclusion

All of these companies share a similar mission, which is to provide books that 

more accurately and positively reflect the cultures of the region where the press is 

located, that is, the greater American Southwest, as well as to publish books that reflect 

the cultures of the growing minority populations in the U.S. in general. This mission was 
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either a direct result of why the company was founded in the first place, such as with 

Children’s Book Press, Piñata Books, Luna Rising, or Salina Bookshelf, all of which 

recognized the need to create more books for children from Hispanic, Asian-American, 

Native American, and African American culture, or the mission was a result of an 

established press recognizing an existing market that was not being catered to, as with 

Cinco Puntos, which was originally founded to provide an income to its owners, or the 

University of New Mexico Press, which was founded as a university press but recognized 

the need to provide books for the Hispanic community around Albuquerque, NM as well 

as Native American books. All of these missions grew out of the fact that the company 

recognized the needs of its local community, whether it was a need to have more 

Hispanic authors recognized at a national level or a need to provide quality stories for 

local children that reflected the reality of their lives. Whether the press was founded 

specifically to meet the need for more books from a multicultural perspective, or whether 

an established press has embraced a mission to publish more multicultural children’s 

books, these companies have committed themselves through new imprints and new 

markets to meet the needs of children from many different backgrounds, not just those of 

the majority culture. In this way, these presses are committed to providing what Sims 

(1997) refers to as the mirror for children of color; books that act as mirrors allow 

children from minority ethnic groups to see themselves reflected in books. Conversely, 

these small presses give children from the majority, white culture the opportunity to look 

through a window to learn about other children’s experiences. 
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Some might argue that these companies have started publishing multicultural 

children’s books from a purely economical standpoint, since that is where they envision 

the largest growth in sales, but it could also be argued that, as a smaller press, these 

independent publishing companies have more latitude in publishing books that might not 

bring in a huge profit, but that can allow the company to make enough of a profit to 

continue to justify publishing books for a smaller audience (Barbato, 1997). And, while 

any business must necessarily turn a profit, these smaller companies are not looking to 

create “brand” names from their books by looking for celebrity authors or tie-ins to sell 

along with their books as the larger companies are doing, according to Engelhardt (1991), 

Hade, Paul & Mason (2003) or Taxel & Ward (2000). Rather, these companies are more 

committed to publishing quality children’s literature. 

Salina Bookshelf is also looking to help reverse the trend that Caldwell-Wood 

(1992) and Horning (1993) refer to where non-Native Americans are writing books with 

Native American themes and characters; Salina Bookshelf’s mission is to ensure that 

Native Americans, particularly Navajos, are given the opportunity to write their own 

stories and to have them published for their children and their communities.

Thus, to answer the question of why these companies chose to publish 

multicultural children’s books, it is because they recognized a need within their 

communities, or what could be described as a “niche market”, and understood that they 

could help to fill that need since the national companies either failed to recognize the 

need or failed to be interested in providing multicultural books for children. It would 

appear, then, that these companies are mainly interested in publishing books that fall into 
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Sims’ (1987) third category of multicultural children’s books, that of culturally 

conscience books, books with stories that are told by the point of view of the Hispanic, 

Native American, African American, and Asian-American children and that deal with 

their families, neighborhoods, and communities.

Markets and Marketing for Multicultural Children’s Books

While national publishing companies tend to market their children’s books to the 

dominant culture and use name recognition of authors, book tie-ins, and serial books that 

already have a wide audience appeal such as Harry Potter, Goosebumps, or Clifford the 

Big Red Dog to sell their books, smaller publishing companies must use different 

methods to reach an audience that will be attracted to and want to buy their books, 

particularly since the multicultural and bilingual books they publish appeal to a smaller 

audience. This section will examine the major markets, or audiences, that purchase 

multicultural children’s books, including the education market and the individual market, 

and the methods or marketing techniques the small companies use in order to reach these 

audiences as well as to expand their audience base.

There are two basic audiences that these companies sell their books to: 

• the school/library audience, reached through book fairs, conferences, 

wholesalers, reviews and awards, and word of mouth; and 

• the individual audience, reached through bookstores, catalogues, websites, 

reviews and awards, and word of mouth.  

Tristán of Piñata Books also mentioned the market of textbook adoptions, in 

which part or all of a children’s book may be included in a textbook, but since none of 
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the other people I interviewed mentioned this market I will not discuss it in this 

dissertation. This section will examine the audience (buyers), the market (sellers), and the 

marketing techniques (publicity) small publishing companies need in order to stay in the 

business of publishing multicultural children’s books. While I refer to the buyer or reader 

as the audience, the people I spoke with used the term market; the next sections use the 

term market to mean the audience that buys the books.

The School/Library Market

While Hade (2002) reported that the large publishing companies used to make 

most of their sales to librarians and teachers but had to look elsewhere once schools and 

libraries began to lose their funding, it is interesting to note that the smaller publishing 

companies continue to earn their living mainly by selling books to teachers and librarians 

in schools. All of the staff of the companies I interviewed agreed that the school library 

market was definitely the largest and most important for them as small, independent 

publishers of multicultural and bilingual children’s books. Retha Davis, co-owner of 

Kid’s Center, an independent Tucson store that sells children’s toys and books, confirms 

that the primary purchasers of the multicultural books that Kid’s Center carries are 

teachers and librarians. She says, “Multicultural books tend to be bought more by 

teachers who are doing study groups or doing class focus on those particular areas 

(Davis, R., personal communication, August 11, 2005).”  Teachers and librarians, in 

particular, are always looking for quality multicultural books, and have recognized the 

scarcity of these books for the children they serve. Their need for these books is so great 

that several of the companies started their children’s imprints mainly due to the fact that 
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teachers and librarians asked them to help fill the void of quality multicultural and 

bilingual children’s books. These smaller companies often heard directly from teachers 

and librarians they met at conferences and book fairs that the educators wanted more 

books that would appeal to their children from minority ethnic cultures.

Arte Público Press is one of the companies that decided to start publishing 

children’s books under its new imprint, Piñata Books, at the urging of librarians. Says 

editor Marina Tristán: 

Well, I think [Piñata Books] from my perspective was started because 
going to all the library conferences, the various conferences that we attend 
every year, so many people would approach me or staff in the booth about 
the need for materials for kids that authentically, realistically portray 
Latina, Latino culture in the United States, and so I kept talking to our 
director [Nicolás Kanellos] about this demand that was out there, that 
wasn’t being filled, and so we got funding from the Mellon Foundation . . . 
and basically they said, do something big, and it was in part because of 
that funding support that we were able to launch Piñata 
Books. . . .  (Tristán, M., personal communication, June 21, 2005)

When asked who exactly approached her to ask for more materials for Latino 

children in the U.S., Tristán replied, 

I would say mainly librarians and teachers. I’m sure there were parents as 
well, although, gosh, my memory’s not as good as it should be, I just 
remember definitely at all – mainly at that time we were going to more 
library conferences than anything, [such as] the Texas Library 
Association’s annual meeting, and the American Library Association’s 
annual meeting. I’m sure there were other more public, general audience 
venues, where people would approach us – there were several cities in 
those days that did book fairs, like San Francisco used to do a book fair, 
Denver, and of course a lot of people going to those shows were teachers 
and librarians as well, so I’m sure there were general public folks coming 
up and saying, we need books for our kids.

Tristán said that, although teachers and librarians were the first to ask for books 

for their Latino children, Piñata Books’ major market was originally the retail 
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(individuals) market, but “once we got Piñata books up and running and figured out 

where – what are the reviewing media for kids books, etc. etc., it didn’t take too long for 

the library market to become our major market. And again, that includes public libraries, 

it includes school libraries, it includes university libraries.”

Howell had the same experience in helping to start Northland Publishing 

Company’s bilingual book imprint, Luna Rising. At the time, Howell was editor of 

Northland’s first children’s book imprint, Rising Moon. As the editor, she says, 

Well, we go to a lot of shows, you know, library shows, where we 
showcase our books, so we end up talking to some of the people who are 
buying our books, who’ve seen our books, and that was one of the places 
where people would stop by, and say, ‘Oh, I know the Carlos books’ 
[written by Jan Stevens], which is a series we have, and, ‘Keep publishing 
bilingual books’, and, ‘We need more of these’, and also book buyers as 
well, some of them specialize in multicultural books, but even others –
there’s certainly a need, and then at NEA, oh 2003 in LA, I think it was, 
we did a few special sessions on multicultural literature for kids, and you 
know, everything was pointing in the direction of – there is a great need 
for this, there’s only like the last time I heard 2 percent of the children’s 
books published each year are published by or for Latinos, meanwhile the 
population is booming and most of that population is kids. It’s like, it’s 
really tipping the scales there, so there is a need for these kind of books 
(Howell, T., personal communication, June 22, 2005).

Brian George, Marketing Director for Salina Bookshelf, agrees that schools and 

libraries are their biggest market as well, particularly those found on the Navajo 

reservation. However, George also acknowledges that more and more Navajos are 

leaving the reservation, and their children are now spread out in schools in southern 

Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico, so that there is a great need for those schools 

to have materials that relate to the Navajo culture and that help students retain and learn 

the Navajo language. 
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Eric Lockard discusses the reason he and his twin brother, Ken, decided to 

publish bilingual Navajo/English books by starting their publishing company, Salina 

Bookshelf. 

There actually is an even greater need now that we’ve been around for a 
while, and people are starting [Navajo language] immersion programs [in 
the schools]. They have kindergarten classes with 90% Navajo instruction 
– that’s even more than when we were growing up. There are several 
schools on the reservation, like Window Rock and Chinle [schools are] 
doing an immersion program now, and [schools in] Flagstaff are doing one 
now as well. [Flagstaff has] a whole school devoted to Navajo and 
Spanish immersion. They are not native speakers, they are non-native 
language speakers that become really fluent and [place] a lot of emphasis 
on the linguistics. (Lockard, E., personal communication, July 21, 2005)

The Lockard brothers recognized that there was a substantial market in schools and 

school libraries for quality children’s books written in Navajo and English, which gave 

them the impetus to start a publishing company to cater to that market.

Disadvantages to selling to the educational market

One drawback to selling mainly to teachers and librarians is that many children 

read the same copy of a book located in a library or a classroom, so fewer copies of each 

book are sold overall. Says Tobar of Children’s Book Press, “That means that our sales 

aren’t as great, because [the books] are not getting into individual homes and individual 

libraries, but part of our mission is to get access to our books to as many kids as possible. 

Having people underwrite donations, or who live in institutions, are very accessible. It’s 

like art, you know, art in a museum versus art that lives in someone’s living room” 

(Tobar, R., personal communication, October 4, 2005).  While their mission may seem to 

contradict the need for them to sell more books in order to survive, Children’s Book Press 
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is a non-profit organization and is therefore able to justify the fact that perhaps one copy 

of a book may be read by countless children.

The Need for Culturally Authentic Multicultural Books

One reason these smaller companies were approached by teachers and librarians 

looking for books that would appeal to Hispanic, Latino, and Mexican-American children 

is the fact that these populations are growing at a tremendous rate in the United States. 

According to the U.S. Census, Hispanics make up the largest and fastest growing 

minority in the country; by 2010, it is estimated that Hispanics will make up 15% of the 

total U.S. population, and by 2050 they will make up approximately 25% of the total U.S. 

population (www.census.gov).  However, up until now national publishing companies 

have paid scant attention to this market. Several of the people I spoke with mentioned 

that the larger companies have not recognized – or have not been interested in filling –

this growing need for books for children from ethnic minorities, especially children of 

Latino background. Certainly, teachers and school librarians recognized the need for 

more multicultural books, and the smaller companies were in a good position to provide 

them.

In addition to needing more books for children from ethnic minorities, the 

educators also needed help in identifying culturally authentic books. Tristán  says, 

Certainly it’s been in the last I don’t know how many years, the need for 
books in Spanish has grown so much, and people know they’re not –
people being teachers, librarians, booksellers – know that they are not 
providing the materials that is needed by the Spanish speaking 
community, but there’s lots of problems with delivering the product to the 
actual reader, so there’s no review space for Spanish language books. How 
do English speaking librarians and teachers figure out which are the 
quality books . . . ?
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Since these smaller presses work so closely with the authors and illustrators from 

within various cultural groups, people feel comfortable buying books published by these 

companies because they know the companies have a commitment to publishing quality 

multicultural books. Davis of Kid’s Center concurs: “I feel if I buy things from Arte 

Público and Children’s Book Press, Kiva [Publishing], that they pretty much have done 

their research. Cinco Puntos – they’ve done their research, and I feel very comfortable in 

buying their product. If a Harper or a Penguin or Simon and Schuster throws [a book 

about southwest cultures] out there, I look at it a little bit more closely, because I don’t 

feel that they have roots in that culture. And so I’m a little bit more careful.” Davis 

recognizes that, as a member of the dominant, Anglo culture, it is often difficult for her to 

know if a book about another culture is culturally authentic, so she relies on the books put 

out by smaller publishing companies. She says, 

Multicultural books are a little bit different, because most of us aren’t in a 
position to question what that culture is. We know what our own culture 
is, but you almost have to be within the Latino culture, the Hispanic 
culture, to know yes, this is true, [or] no, this is kind of fuzzy and not quite 
right. And that’s why I put a lot of faith in those smaller publishers, 
because I feel that a lot of the books that they publish are written by the 
people native to that culture, or definitely have that heritage. And that they 
wouldn’t be publishing stuff that isn’t pretty accurate.

Minority Markets

While all of the companies I researched publish books for children from different 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds, with the exception of Salina Bookshelf they focus 

mainly on publishing books for Latino, Hispanic, or Mexican-American children. Both 

Luna Rising and Piñata Books publish books solely for the Spanish-speaking community, 

but Children’s Book Press, Cinco Puntos, UNM Press, and Rising Moon publish books 
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about other cultural groups, most notably Native American for Cinco Puntos, UNM 

Press, and Rising Moon, and African American and Asian American for Children’s Book 

Press. However, according to Tobar, it is more difficult to publish those books, especially 

given the fact that Children’s Book Press generally publishes only four titles a year: 

“African American and Native American are two kinds of smaller communities. We want 

to grow them, but since we publish so few books a year, it’s hard not to let go of another 

cornerstone, which is the Latino market, where we have the most in-house expertise and 

whatnot, and a cohort of writers and illustrators, so we are working on it – we are such a 

small house – four books a year. We can’t do everything.” She recognizes the fact that 

their fastest growing market is the Asian American market: “We see it to continue 

growing, and the reason is because typically – this is a generalization – the Asian 

community had more resources, a more expendable income, a higher income, and we 

want to provide books that reflect their communities as well. We’ve – that’s what our 

biggest growth area is in, the Asian books. We’ve done Korean Americans, Filipino 

Americans, Japanese Americans, -- we’ve really tried to grow that area.” This growth 

may be a due to the fact that Children’s Book Press is located in San Francisco, which 

has a very high Asian American population.

Similarly, Howell would like to publish more books from the Native American 

community, but she feels that the market has been somewhat saturated with Native 

American books over the past few years. Davis of Kid’s Center also saw greater sales in 

her Native American children’s selection several years ago: 

For a number of years we had a lot of Native American shoppers, because 
during the summer time Ken and Yetta Goodman [professors at the 
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University of Arizona] ran some workshops with the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, and so when those people were in town, through the federal 
government, they had sizable amounts of money to spend, and they would 
just literally wipe out the Native American section – and we’ve tried over 
the years to carry a lot of Native American literature. [There’s] not a lot 
available, but we try to carry books even if it’s not Hohokam or Hopi or 
Tohono O’odham or Navajo. We’ve had books about the Cheyenne 
Indians, we’ve had books about different tribes, and they would wipe that 
out. There are a few schools in the city who will pick up some Native 
American products, particularly those on the west side that have tribal 
influence or a lot of families in that area. Some of the eastside 
neighborhood schools might purchase them for their libraries, but not to 
any great degree.

Davis believes that sales of multicultural books are cyclical, and that many teachers and 

librarians buy books that reflect certain class studies, such as books about African 

Americans during African American History month, or books about different countries to 

complement a social studies curriculum about that country.

Marketing to Individual Buyers

While the companies understand that their books are mostly appreciated -- and 

purchased by -- educators and people from within specific ethnic communities, they are 

without doubt looking to increase their book sales by introducing their books to the 

larger, majority audience. Says Byrd, 

Sometimes with books that have a certain appeal to a distinct group of 
people like an ethnic group or a religious group, it’s a good idea when you 
start marketing it to start with the group that it’s going to appeal to 
obviously and then use that audience, because they obviously know people 
that aren’t part of that ethnicity or whatever, use that audience to help push 
the book beyond that audience. In that way you kind of slowly build up a 
broad audience for a book that might have an obvious cultural appeal to a 
certain group.

Byrd believes that this larger audience should be interested in reading books from 

a wide variety of cultures. He says, “As readers I think we should be responsible enough 
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that we don’t need our books tailored exactly to our cultural background. We should seek 

out books from other traditions and cultures.” Wilson of UNM Press finds that often 

parents or grandparents who buy books for their children or grandchildren are interested 

in broadening the child’s knowledge of people from other cultures. Wilson says he 

actually spends time in the children’s sections of regional bookstores when he travels and 

listens to what people are saying about the books. He talks to people about what kinds of 

books they are looking for; often, a parent or grandparent is simply looking for a book 

that their children or grandchildren will be interested enough in that they will want to 

pick it up and read it. He also discovered that parents and grandparents “are interested in 

presenting their kids or their grandkids with something that informs them about other 

kids in the world.” 

Another way to increase individual sales is to attract Hispanic families to buy the 

books a company publishes. Howard believes that Hispanic families will buy bilingual 

Spanish/English children’s books as a way encourage their children to learn and use 

Spanish. He says, “With Hispanic culture you can get complete unassimilated first 

generation, partially assimilated second generation, and fully assimilated third generation 

children who may be trying to learn Spanish. So you’ve got a grandparent who speaks 

hardly any English, parents who may be partially bilingual, children who speak only 

English. So bilingual books are a way to bring a family together around books that

everybody can enjoy.”

Lockard has a theory on why non-Navajo people are drawn to Salina Bookshelf’s 

books: 
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From my personal experience I remember going up to a language 
conference in Canada – an Athabaskan conference -- and even before I got 
there I stopped at a museum and there was a book and it was written in I 
think Klingkit. And I was just fascinated by the fact that here was this 
group of people putting their language into a book, and maybe I’m . . . but 
I think that people are interested in seeing other languages, and exposing 
their children to other languages. I’ve seen kids at bookstores and they 
pick the books up and say, ‘Wow, look at that language, what is that 
language?’ and ask their parents, and so I think the reason our books sell is 
all the reasons that every children’s book sells. Parents either pick it up 
because they are interested or something intrigues them, or it doesn’t.

The fact that parents and grandparents want to expose their children or 

grandchildren to books about other cultures may help boost sales of multicultural books 

to individuals. Davis of Kid’s Center says that it is usually parents or grandparents 

buying the books for children rather than children selecting books for themselves. She 

says, “Some children will come and pick out their own book, but more often than not it’s 

the parents or the grandparents, because books have become a gift giving item, and so 

whether it be a holiday or birthday, grandma comes in and says, I want this kind of book 

for a five year old boy.” With parents and grandparents selecting books, there may be a 

greater chance of them buying books about other cultures because they like the story or 

the illustrations, or because they want their children and grandchildren to learn about 

people from other cultures.

Selling to Your Audience

While it’s one thing to know who your audience is and who you would like it to 

be, it’s another thing to reach those markets and yet another to have them buy your 

books. The smaller publishing companies use five primary methods to advertise to their 

audiences: 
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• Attending conferences or book expos; 

• hiring wholesalers to act as selling agents for their books; 

• sending mass mailings of catalogues; 

• getting publicity through reviews, awards, and word of mouth; and

• creating community programs that promote literacy.  

Conferences and Book Fairs

One of the primary ways that the publishers tap into their largest market, the 

library and school market, is by attending library fairs and book expos where they can 

introduce their books to teachers and librarians. According to Tristán : 

We go to about 15 trade shows a year – I mentioned American Library 
Association, and the Texas Library Association, and we go to the Book 
Expo [the largest book publishing event in the country], which is more 
intended for the book trade. Library conferences, educational conferences, 
like the National Association of Bilingual Education, National Council of 
Teachers of English, International Reading Association, so there’s some 
educational conferences, and some more academic [conferences] for 
college and university course adoptions, like the International Association 
of Chicanos and Chicano Studies, Modern Language Association, there’s 
others along those lines. We started going to the American Association of 
School Libraries – it’s a biannual conference.

All of the people I spoke with said they attend many such conferences to introduce their 

books to a larger audience. Library fairs or teacher conferences are a great way to 

promote books, since people attend these fairs or conferences expressly to learn about 

educational materials for their students.

Wholesalers

It was often difficult for editors and marketing people to know who buys their 

books besides teachers and librarians, since all of the smaller companies I spoke with, 
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with the exception of UNM Press, use wholesale distributors, who sell to schools and 

libraries as well as to bookstores. According to Tristán, “In terms of libraries, we work 

with all the major library wholesalers in the country, including Baker-Taylor, and 

Ingram, and there’s just a whole slew of regional library wholesalers that we work with. 

Most schools, school libraries that is, don’t order direct from us, they order from 

wholesalers. It’s really difficult for us to track where those sales are going, but we can 

certainly track the increases in sales.”  Howard agrees: “One of the difficulties [in selling 

our books] is determining who the ultimate consumer is, that’s because most of our sales 

are through distributors and wholesalers. Or chain stores, and very few of our books are 

sold directly to the public. We don’t get a profile of who is buying them. We don’t know 

who they are.”  

Book wholesalers often focus on specific markets. According to Howard, the top 

three distribution companies for the school and library markets are Baker-Taylor, Follett, 

and Brodart. Then there are a lot of smaller, regional distributors, which work within a 

region, a state, or even a city. Howard says, “In Houston, Texas, for example, there’s a 

fellow there who has had a business for 30 years, makes the rounds and sells to librarians, 

anybody who buys our books and sells them and places them around.” Often, these 

individual wholesalers will help to promote a small publishing company and its books by 

encouraging buyers to take a look at specific books that have recently been published by 

a smaller company that they represent.  

Salina Bookshelf has just begun to work with wholesalers. Says Lockard: “We’re 

actually working – we’re starting to work with distributors now, and explaining to them 
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how to market our stuff, so I think that will be beneficial. ‘Cause eventually you do – to 

grow you do need that – those avenues. And Ingram is huge, and Baker Taylor is pretty 

big, and if you’re not in there with them that’s just a lost opportunity.”

Bookstores

Since wholesalers also sell  books to bookstores, it is difficult for editors and 

marketing directors to know exactly who buys books from a ‘big box’ bookstores like 

Borders or Barnes and Noble. Do children buy the books for themselves, or do their 

parents or grandparents buy the books as gifts?  Smaller companies face two other 

problems when they sell books through big bookstores: the bigger stores often don’t 

promote books that are targeted towards smaller audiences by putting them in front area 

displays or end caps (the shelves found at the end of the aisles that face the main aisle). 

Also, the big stores often don’t know what to do with bilingual books; Howard says, 

“[Bilingual children’s books] are neither fish nor fowl. [The big box stores] aren’t really 

sure, so they take put them with the foreign language books – which, with the children’s 

books, which is all we publish now, it’s very small, they will be with the Spanish 

language bibles, the French dictionaries – it’s a hodge podge—they will be tucked away 

in a corner.”  

While larger bookstores may not be so concerned about promoting books from 

independent publishers, smaller, independent booksellers can often help introduce 

multicultural and bilingual books to a wider audience. Says Howell: 

A lot of these multicultural specialty [book] stores are doing fairly well, 
because they provide something that not everybody else does. I mean, they 
have their finger on the pulse of what’s coming out, and they know 
everything in advance. Sometimes, you know, if I get a manuscript that I 
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really like but I have a couple of questions about, even before we accept it, 
I’ll send it to this one woman who owns a bookstore in California. She —
it’s all multicultural books that she sells, and I sort of get her opinion 
basically and see if it’s authentic, and if there’s anything that I might have 
missed.

Marketing Multicultural and Bilingual Children’s Books

Obviously, small companies have very little influence with big bookstores in how 

their multicultural and bilingual books are promoted; however, it can even be a challenge 

for small companies to educate wholesalers about promoting multicultural and bilingual 

books, even though the wholesalers’ job is to sell a company’s books. One of the 

challenges that Cinco Puntos found in trying to market its bilingual Spanish/English 

books was due to the fact that its distributor, Consortium Books, was based in Minnesota. 

According to Byrd, 

A lot of [Consortium’s] sales reps and then the buyers in the bookstores 
would see our books and say, well there’s no Hispanic people in our town. 
No one wants this. Or they would say, no one speaks Spanish here. And so 
we had to really sort of work hard to educate people about the fact that 
there was actually a really large Spanish population in most every town. 
You know, in America, now, this is becoming increasingly, you know, 
general knowledge, but when we started out – a couple of years back my 
sister [Susannah Mississippi Byrd], who used to be the publicist here, 
wrote a book called Marketing your Bookstore to the Latino Population. 
Which has helped our sales reps and also our bookstores to learn about 
how they can use our books and sell our books – that is the essential thing 
– that our books have a retail value. It’s been taking a while for bookstores 
to realize that there was a market there. I think for us now the real 
challenge is that sometimes people see our books and think well, that’s 
Hispanic, so that book wouldn’t appeal to me, I think that’s the first now, 
the big challenge is that people sometimes can dismiss books that aren’t 
from their own culture, that it’s not something they would be interested in, 
which I think is a sort of a short-sighted approach to things.
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Similarly, Tobar of Children’s Book Press, which works with Publishers Group 

West, a book distributor that specialize in working with independent publishers, 

recognizes the challenges that come with using wholesale distributors. Says Tobar: 

I believe that our books sometimes get kind of ghetto-ized, you know? It’s 
like these books are only for kids of color, which I think is totally not the 
tactic that we should take. We should help kids from the dominant culture 
learn that people’s stories are universal, not having a room of your own 
could happen to anybody, you know? Or having to live in your car 
because you don’t have a home, could happen to anyone. So I’d like for 
Publishers Group West and their sales force to kind of get that in their 
heads so they can really promote these books in places that aren’t as 
diverse as the big urban centers.

Tobar discusses how Children’s Book Press meets the challenge of educating its 

distributors about how to sell its multicultural and often bilingual books: 

Every time we have a sales conference where we present our titles, or we 
gather information for our sales packet, we give demographic background, 
we do a small lesson on let’s say it’s the Filipino community. We have 
numbers of where that community is, where they live, and where the book 
might be of particular interest in a certain market. We do a lot of 
background legwork, you know? We sort of sell people to sell the books.

Using Print Media 

Most of the companies agreed that their budgets don’t allow them to spend a lot 

of money on advertising campaigns. Says Byrd of Cinco Puntos: 

We don’t – we can’t really afford a lot of print advertising. From my own 
experience with it I’m not quite sure I see the value of it. Not at our level, 
maybe if you had a whole bunch of money to put into print advertising so 
it started to pay off but I think for a company our size – when you can 
only afford one or two print ads once in a while – it wouldn’t create much 
exposure for you to make it worth while.

While they don’t have the budget to spend on buying expensive print media, these 

companies do see the value in printing book catalogues that can be mailed to a customer 
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database as well as handed out at a fair or conference as a publicity tool. Wilson says 

that, while UNM Press does sponsor booths at various educational and book conferences, 

the seasonal catalogue is its primary marketing source: “We do two per year and list all of 

our titles. Those go out to the 30 to 35 thousand bookstores, libraries, wholesalers, library 

wholesalers, individuals.  We maintain our own list of individual book buyers, in certain 

areas. We do direct mail on individual titles or groups of titles. Usually we like to do a 

small mini-catalogue on western history or Native American history or whatever once or 

twice a year.” Tristán of Piñata Books says her company sends out approximately 25,000 

catalogues a year. They are mailed to large libraries as well as to individuals who request 

them.  Unlike print media, which may appear once in a daily, weekly, or monthly 

newspaper or journal, catalogues continue to serve as a publicity tool for up to six months 

or even a year, since they can be made available at various events.

Author Visits

While sending authors on promotional tours around the country costs lots of 

money, the smaller presses do utilize authors in promoting their books locally.  Says 

Wilson of UNM Press, 

The one thing we can’t do that a commercial house does is to put an 
author on a plane and send him around the country doing book signings 
and promotions and readings and so on. We do that here locally and 
regionally, but we just don’t have the resources to send 10 or 12 authors 
every season on the road promoting their books. . . . We do rely pretty 
heavily on author help in promoting the books. Rudolfo [Anaya’s] been 
very good about that here in New Mexico and whenever he is doing 
appearances anywhere else in the country. 

Salina Bookshelf’s web site lists several author appearances, and whenever Joe Hayes 

appears as a storyteller he is promoting the books he has published through Cinco Puntos. 
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Author visits create a “media event” around a book and can help to boost sales in a 

specific book as well as in the company’s books in general. However, most of the smaller 

companies cannot afford to spend lots of money sending their authors on national 

promotional tours; rather, they must rely on local bookstores and libraries to sponsor 

readings. 

Word of Mouth

Using authors to tout their books helps to get the word out about books, which 

Byrd feels is one of the best methods that Cinco Puntos can rely on to sell books. Rather 

than spending money on catalogues, expensive print advertising, or sending authors on 

travel circuits, Byrd’s company tends to rely on word of mouth, especially among 

librarians and teachers, to create an awareness of their children’s books. In fact, Byrd 

says, “Librarians especially are really good promoters of books – when they find 

something they really like they really get behind it. They show it to their peers, and show 

it to their contemporaries in other libraries.” 

Awards, Reviews, and Controversy

Besides utilizing authors to promote their books, there are three other ways to 

stimulate word of mouth about books from small companies: having a book win an 

award; getting a review of a book published in a journal or magazine, and having a book 

generate controversy. Already, two of Cinco Puntos’ books have been placed on the 

Texas Bluebonnet Master Award list: Sélavi: That is Life, A Haitian Story of Hope by 

Youme Landowne and Watch out for Clever Woman! by Joe Hayes. The Bluebonnet 

Award is quite a prestigious award to win in Texas, since schoolchildren in Texas vote on 
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which books will make it to the Bluebonnet Master List and then vote on the winning 

book from this list, making the book a sure winner among young readers.  According to 

Byrd, “Texas librarians are really into [the Bluebonnet Award] program – they really are 

into it – so if you get a book – so a lot of librarians have standing orders for the 

Bluebonnet list, so as soon as the list is announced they just automatically buy two copies 

of every book on it. And so there’s a lot of libraries in Texas, so that – that’s – in terms of 

just absolute sales, that’s the best – one of the best you can get.”  Luna Rising’s book My 

Name is Celia has won the Américas award, and Howard recognizes the benefit that 

provides: “Yes, Celia just won the Américas Award – that’s an academic award, it’s still 

one of the few awards out there – [like] the Pura Belpré Award – for Hispanic books. 

People notice – they see award stickers on your books, they tend to pick them up. And I 

think some of those awards give prestige. I think Celia is a beautiful book – and the fact 

that it’s English and Spanish doesn’t matter.” My Name is Celia also was recently named 

as a Pura Belpré Honor Book, which will make it even more appealing to teachers, 

librarians, and parents, because winning this award indicates that the book is well-written 

in addition to being bilingual.

Having positive reviews of a book published in journals, magazines, and 

newspapers is another way of getting noticed by new consumers. Wilson of UNM Press 

says, “We also do reviews and promotions and that sort of thing. We send out anywhere 

from 50 to 150 copies of our books to various review media. . . . The standard media are 

New York Times, New York Review of Books, the LA Times, Washington Post, and so on, 

and appropriate journals for scholarly books. For the children’s literature, we go to the 
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Children’s Library Journal, a spin-off of the Library Journal itself.”  Howard concurs: 

“What reviews have done for our bilingual books is given us a really good position. We 

got great press coverage when we announced the [Luna Rising] imprint. A couple of 

articles in Publishers Weekly and other trade magazines – they helped us to get 

established. And then our books get reviewed individually by Library School Journal, for 

public and school librarians, and now it seems that everybody has come around.” He says 

that several major review journals now have sections specifically devoted to Hispanic 

books.  

Ruffenach says that Salina Bookshelf has recently recognized the help that 

positive reviews give to a smaller publishing company: 

Especially with our most recent books, this is something we hadn’t done 
before, but one of our authors in Chicago is a librarian, and she mentioned 
to us that when librarians choose books, they really buy them based on 
information they find in journals. So we started to try to get reviews in 
local things around here. So we got our first review in [School] Library 
Journal. And in the end we were amazed because the distributors in New 
York heard about it, and that got to libraries and bookstores all around, 
and that really helped sales. Every book we got recognized in the national 
market really moved. So we got Evangeline’s book [Dzání Yázhí 
Naazbaa': Little Woman Warrior Who Came Home] and we sent it to a lot 
of library journals we could think of – we sent it to School Library 
Journal, we sent it to Booklist, to Kirkus Reviews, and The New York 
Times, but they didn’t do it. But we did get a review in Kirkus.
(Ruffenach, J., personal communication, August 18, 2005)

Controversy can also help sell books, since it generates free publicity about a 

book and often the company that published it. Cinco Puntos found itself in the middle of 

a controversy when it was trying to publish The Story of Colors, written by the 

Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos, who led the Zapatistas to declare war on the Mexican 

government in 1994. Cinco Puntos had been given a grant by the National Endowment 



121

for the Arts to publish the book, but when a journalist with The New York Times who was 

writing a story about the Zapatistas contacted the head of the NEA to get his opinion 

about the book, the NEA “got cold feet and pulled the grant,” according to Byrd.  The 

story made the front page of The New York Times, so when the book was published with 

the help of a grant from the Lannan Foundation out of Santa Fe, the first printing sold out 

within a week.

Community Programs

         In addition to these other methods, independent publishing companies use 

community programs such as literacy programs or programs that promote families to sell 

their books. Howard of Northland Publishing describes such a program in Los Angeles, 

the Latino Family Literacy Project, that was started by Katherine Dimonte. This project 

receives federal funds to purchase sets of Spanish books that they in turn donate to 

schools to use as multigenerational read-alouds. Howard says that Northland’s bilingual 

books are quite popular with this project.  Similarly, a project called First in Five, also in 

California, has purchased a large quantity of Luna Rising’s English/Spanish ABC book, 

A is for Airplane, to put into tote bags that are given to unlicensed day cay providers. The 

bags contain information about child safety as well as these books that are used as a 

literacy development tool. 

Children’s Book Press had a community project called LitLinks: 

From the mid-90’s through the spring of 2004, Children’s Book Press 
worked closely with educators in underserved communities through 
LitLinks, our program in schools. CBP donated quality multicultural 
literature; planned projects with teachers; and brought authors and artists 
to work with classrooms as Artists-in-Residence in person and through the 
Internet. LitLinks brought books and authors and artists to racially, 
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ethnically, and linguistically diverse classrooms in the San Francisco Bay 
Area and across the country. By encouraging students to engage directly 
with literature, LitLinks provided hundreds of students with a unique 
opportunity that helped to offset systemic barriers to education. Due to a 
change in the Press community partnership priorities, LitLinks has been 
discontinued. CBP continues to work in the community by developing 
new partnerships with schools, community-based organizations, and other 
sites (http://www.childrensbookpress.org/community/index.html).

Sponsoring or being involved with community literacy projects provides several benefits 

to the small publisher: they can promote books and even increase sales; they can develop 

relationships with schools and educators; and they can serve to encourage people from 

within the community to consider writing children’s books.

Conclusion

This section examined the interviewee’s responses to the question of who they 

consider to be the audience, or buyers, for multicultural children’s books, and how they 

go about publicizing their books to that audience as well as expanding their sales of 

multicultural and bilingual children’s books within their markets. While these companies 

use a variety of methods to market their books, clearly, one of the biggest challenges 

facing them is marketing their books to a larger audience and thus growing their sales. 

Wilson of UNM Press explains, 

The biggest challenge is marketing, really. Finding the markets and getting 
the information to the people who make the decisions about book buying, 
more than anything else. Finding the authors and doing the production 
work, that sort of thing – we are very good at, but it’s a new marketing 
area for us and we’re competing with some pretty big heavy hitters out 
there, like Harper, which has had a substantial and very distinguished 
children’s booklist for a long long time. I was with Harper back in the 70’s 
– 60’s and 70’s – always admired the list that was there – Maurice Sendak 
who is probably the best known children’s book writer – was head of the 
children’s book department there, and they really – they know how to 
market those books, how to get them into the stores, to get the attention of 
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everybody. I think for us, a small, very small budget university press – by 
comparison – we have to do what the trade calls hand selling books which 
is trying to get bookstores to tell their customers about these wonderful 
books and trying to get the authors at least locally and regionally around 
events to be visible and to be heard by people who make buying decisions 
like school librarians. I think that’s the biggest challenge, in a way it’s 
kind of creating a market, creating a presence. 

While creating this presence is a difficult job, once they have made a name for 

themselves it becomes easier for these companies to sell their books; as Howell says, 

once people hear about the books, “The books seem to sell themselves.” 

Selling multicultural children’s books involves a three-pronged approach: small 

publishing companies must know their buyers and readers; must educate their sellers 

(primarily wholesalers); and must use marketing techniques that reach both the buyers 

and the sellers.  Small, independent booksellers have two types of audiences, the major 

education audience, that of teachers and librarians, who buy books through wholesalers 

or book fairs or conferences, and a more nebulous, less well-defined audience that is 

made up of individuals such as children, parents, and grandparents who buy books in a 

bookstore or from a catalogue or website. It is interesting to note that large publishing 

companies virtually ignore the school and library market in favor of marketing directly to 

children and their parents (Silvey, 2004), while small publishing companies depend on 

the school and library market for the majority of their book sales. So, while books 

published by national companies may be finding their way into the hands of individual 

children (or perhaps merely on to their bookcases), books published by these smaller 

companies are shared among a wide range of children. While a child who is given a book 

as a gift must often decide for herself to read the book, teachers and librarians read books 



124

aloud to children, so that children are exposed to books they might not read on their own. 

In this way, perhaps the quality multicultural books published by these smaller, 

independent presses, are being shared among children at a greater rate than many of the 

branded books published by national companies.

While the educational market is a lucrative one for independent presses, there is 

still a danger that their books will be lost in the vast array of books that are available to 

teachers and librarians.  Silvey (2004) reminds educators, teachers, and readers to “hunt 

for the gold,” that is, to take time to find the good books amidst all the brand names, and 

recognizes that publishers will continue to publish good books as long as people 

recognize their value by purchasing them. The small companies have certainly 

recognized the value of publishing quality books.

Even with the educational market being as large as it is, however, there is always 

room for growth, especially since educators themselves are sometimes reluctant to 

purchase books that don’t have an obvious appeal to their student population.  These 

companies often face the challenge of enlightening not just teachers and librarians about 

the value of multicultural and bilingual books for children, but also the wholesalers and 

booksellers who sell their books. 

Another challenge faced by smaller companies is the fact that they often don’t 

know who besides teachers and librarians purchase their books, since they generally sell 

through wholesalers or large booksellers who don’t track their sales. Smaller booksellers, 

such as Kid’s Center in Tucson, could be an invaluable source of information about the 

type of buyer who is interested in buying multicultural or bilingual books for children, 
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whether it is the parent of a bilingual child, the grandparent who wants to introduce her 

child to other cultures, or the child who is intrigued by the different language or simply 

by the story and the pictures in a book.

While smaller companies cannot compete with the larger marketing budgets of 

the national companies and often cannot afford to buy expensive print media or to send 

their authors on national travel circuits, smaller companies have other ways of 

publicizing their books, particularly through word-of-mouth, conferences, book fairs, 

awards, reviews, catalogues, and even controversy. Additionally, oftentimes librarians or 

educators will recognize that these smaller companies publish quality books and will then 

make a point to buy more of their books. Smaller companies can guarantee the quality of 

their stories and illustrations, including the cultural authenticity of their authors and 

illustrators, since they publish fewer books each year and can spend more time making 

sure that each book meets their standards. Finally, these smaller companies are more 

connected to the communities they serve, and can be more adept at providing books for 

community programs that will appeal to the children in the community. 

Thus, one of the roles that small publishing companies play is that they are 

actively promoting multicultural children’s books by listening to the needs of teachers 

and librarians as well as by educating sellers and buyers about the importance of 

multicultural children’s literature. While Ford (1994) suggest that smaller companies face 

difficulty in marketing these books, these companies use a variety of methods not only to 

market their books to the recognizable audience of educators and children and families of 
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color, but also to educate people who might not see the value in buying a multicultural 

children’s book either for their classroom or for their children.

Authors, Illustrators, and Cultural Authenticity

One of the major contributions that small presses have made to the field of 

children’s literature is the fact that not only have they chosen to publish multicultural 

children’s books, they have made a commitment to ensuring that their books are 

culturally authentic. While Sims (1987), McCann (1997), Horning, Lingren, Rudiger, and 

Schliesman (2004), and others have documented the fact that much of the early 

multicultural children’s literature was written by white authors for a white audience, 

these smaller publishing companies are committed to finding authors and illustrators for 

their books who reflect the culture they write about and illustrate. However, finding these 

authors and illustrators and determining their ability to write authentically about a 

particular culture can be a challenge. This section examines the question of how smaller 

companies find authors and illustrators to write and illustrate their children’s books. 

Small companies use a variety of methods, ranging from looking at blind submissions 

and reading stories at writers’ conferences to actively seeking out new authors, whether 

they are already established authors in other genres or talented artists in other media. 

Additionally, one of the key elements in publishing quality multicultural children’s books 

is ensuring the cultural authenticity of the author and illustrator; this section also 

examines the approaches these small publishing companies use in determining cultural 

authenticity of authors and illustrators.  
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Finding Authors and Illustrators

It’s easy to think that an editor of a publishing house merely sits back and reads 

through the stacks and stacks of manuscripts that aspiring authors submit on a daily basis 

in order to find that diamond, that next Harry Potter. Nothing could be further from the 

truth. As Theresa Howell of Rising Moon/Luna Rising put it, “Being an editor is hard 

work.”   Finding authors who can write good books for children is a difficult task to begin 

with; finding authors who can write authentically for children of a specific cultural group, 

even trickier.  Editors of smaller publishing companies use a variety of methods to find 

and keep authors and illustrators who can produce quality multicultural children’s books, 

books that provide a positive and realistic voice to children from minority cultural 

groups. While editors can and do find exceptional stories in their piles of unsolicited 

manuscripts (in fact, the manuscript for Harry Potter was plucked from an editor’s slush 

file because a friend of the author ended up sharing an elevator with an acquisitions 

editor and encouraged him to read it), they can’t expect to publish several quality books a 

year by relying on these manuscripts; rather, editors must be fairly aggressive to find 

authors and illustrators who can create quality children’s books. 

I found that smaller publishing companies use a variety of methods to find 

capable authors and illustrators from within specific ethnic cultures, and that editors and 

publishers are constantly on the lookout for new talent. Howell of Rising Moon/Luna 

Rising categorizes these methods into three broad areas: 

• reading manuscripts submitted to the company, whether solicited (such as 

during a writer’s conference) or unsolicited; 
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• attending author and illustrator conferences (such as the conferences and 

workshops sponsored by the Society of Children’s Book Writers and 

Illustrators) or similar events; and 

• aggressively seeking out authors, including established authors from 

genres other than children’s books, authors in other genres, established 

artists in other fields, or first-time authors. 

Each publishing company representative I spoke with had variations on these three 

themes. 

This section examines the different methods that editors use to find authors and 

illustrators and how they determine the cultural authenticity of the author or illustrator to 

address the two research questions of the role that small publishing companies play in the 

field of multicultural children’s books, and the challenges and issues they face in 

publishing and marketing these books.

Manuscript Submissions

Those piles of unsolicited manuscripts that show up in the publishing houses’ 

mail every day are referred to in the business as “slush piles,” and they are undoubtedly 

the least likely place to find publishable work. Jessie Ruffenach of Salina Bookshelf said 

that perhaps 5 to 10% of the books published by Salina came from the pile of blind 

submissions. Often, people submit unsolicited manuscripts to a publisher without even 

looking at the publisher’s submission guidelines, which can easily be found on the 

company’s web page or by writing to the company and asking for a copy. Ruffenach said 

she regularly receives manuscripts that are works of romance, science fiction, or westerns 
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that have no connection to the Navajo people or their culture.  Ruth Tobar, of Children’s 

Book Press, concurs: “I think a lot of submissions that come through our door are from 

people that don’t really read our guidelines – they disregard our list and send submissions 

anyway.” 

That’s not to say that editors never find anything of quality in slush piles. 

Ruffenach describes how Patricia Powell, an author from Illinois who is not Navajo, 

ended up publishing with Salina Bookshelf. Powell had been a storyteller for many years, 

and told several Navajo stories that she had learned from her research of legends from 

different cultures. One of the stories she told to her audiences was a Navajo story about 

how the zinnia flower was created that she had originally read in a book of folk stories 

about flowers. Powell wrote the story of the zinnia as a children’s book and submitted it 

to different publishers, but it wasn’t until she read about Salina Bookshelf in a newsletter 

for children’s book authors and illustrators that she submitted the manuscript to them. 

The publishers and editor liked the story, and Zíiniyah: Hait’éego Naadáá’ 

Shónáozt’e’/Zinnia: How the Corn Was Saved was published by Salina in 2003. The 

book’s bold, Native American design-inspired pictures caught the attention of the 

Caldecott Awards Committee at the 2004 American Librarian Association conference, 

although the book did not win the coveted award. Salina Bookshelf is currently working 

with Powell to publish her second Navajo children’s book, Frog Brings Rain. 

Conferences and Book Fairs

Ruffenach says that when she finds acceptable pieces in the submissions pile, it is 

generally because she or someone else at Salina Bookshelf has attended a conference or 
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similar event for authors and illustrators or attended a Navajo or other Native American 

cultural event, and has personally talked to people about submitting manuscripts.  Salina 

Bookshelf regularly sponsors sales booths at Navajo tribal events such as the Navajo 

Nation Fair, held each fall in Window Rock, Arizona, or other Native American events, 

such as Indian Market, the famous Indian arts and crafts show that takes place each 

August in Santa Fe, New Mexico, as a way to market its books to librarians, teachers, and 

educators and other Native Americans. Ruffenach explained that generally she will get 

submissions that are more closely related to Salina Bookshelf’s mission after attending an 

event where more writers or Navajo people are present, since she has the opportunity to 

talk with people interested in children’s books directly and to explain what kinds of 

books Salina is interested in publishing.

Attending these events and other book events and conferences helps to make 

artists and illustrators aware of the publishing company and its mission to publish quality 

multicultural children’s books. Certainly, word of mouth of a publishing company’s 

commitment to publishing good multicultural and/or bilingual books helps to generate the 

kinds of submissions that will get published. Howell attends conferences of the Society of 

Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators, and regularly looks at manuscripts Society 

members bring to these conferences. After she had attended the national conference for 

several years in a row, the woman in charge of the manuscript review process told 

Howell that she would send all the multicultural or bilingual manuscripts to her, since 

Howell was the only publisher that regularly attended the conference who wanted to look 

at those manuscripts. 
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Encouraging Already Established Authors

However, rather than relying on the hope that qualified authors will learn about a 

company’s mission and either mail their stories to the company or have them read by the 

editor at a conference, editors and publishers must use more aggressive methods to seek 

out new talent. One method employed by all the companies I spoke with is to encourage 

established authors from other genres to write for children. Poet Pat Mora had already 

published several books of poetry with Arte Público when Dr. Nicolás Kanellos, founder 

and Director of the press, decided to start Piñata Books, the children’s imprint. He 

contacted Mora, who had published a book of poetry with Arte Público entitled Chants, 

and asked if she would rework one of the poems as a children’s story. According to 

Mora, “Dr. Nicolás Kanellos, if I remember, called me one day and said, ‘We are 

thinking of starting this line of children’s books called Piñata, and we are thinking about 

having The Desert is My Mother as a children’s book,’ and of course I was thrilled. And 

then I did end up changing one or two lines that I thought would not sound natural in the 

voice of a child” (Mora, P., personal communication, October 4, 2005).

Marina Tristán of Piñata Books said that Kanellos thought that Mora’s poem 

would make a good children’s book because it dealt with “the desert as a life-sustaining 

place rather than [as] a no-man’s land.”  The book, published in 1994 as The Desert is my 

Mother/El Desierto es mi madre, was the first children’s picture book published by Piñata 

Books. Similarly, Rudolfo Anaya, the well known Hispanic author who is widely 

acclaimed as one of the founders of modern Chicano literature, had written a manuscript 

named Elegy on the Death of Cesar Chavez that none of the larger New York houses 
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were interested in publishing, even though Anaya was by then a well-respected author. 

He had edited a collection of short fiction for Cinco Puntos, so out of frustration he 

brought his book to them, which they promptly published. It has since been named a 

Skipping Stones Honor Book.

Piñata Books currently has a contract with Hispanic author Victor Villaseñor, who 

has published many books for adults. Piñata approached him about writing books for 

children and now have a seven book deal with him. Villaseñor’s first book for Piñata, 

Walking Stars, was published in 2003. Tristán says that Dr. Kanellos, Director of Arte 

Público, will often approach authors of adult works to see if they would be interested in 

writing books for children. 

According to Luther Wilson of the University of New Mexico Press, Rudolfo 

Anaya provided the impetus for his press’s entry into publishing contemporary, 

multicultural books for children.  Anaya had published with UNM Press in the early 

1980s, so after he had written several manuscripts for children’s books he first 

approached the university press about publishing them. Wilson says, 

Anaya came to us with a project and it sounded like something that would 
be a good thing to do. We talked to some children’s librarians, had the 
manuscript reviewed by children’s librarians and were told that it had a 
very good chance of good sales in that market and [that it gave] Hispanic 
children a nice story representing the Hispanic culture in northern New 
Mexico. That’s how it got started. [He] came to us and we thought about it 
and thought we could do some good with it.

UNM Press has also published other children’s books that were written by established 

authors of adult fiction, including Tony Hillerman and Kiowa author Scott Momaday.
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The University of New Mexico Press had also published an adult book on 

curandisimos by author Chéo Torres, who is himself a curandero, or healer. Wilson 

believes that Torres had the idea for a book of short stories for children on the Mexican 

Day of Independence and mentioned it to the previous director, and, says Wilson, “[the 

director] picked it up and ran with it, and got the book on the list.” Stories of Mexican 

Independence is the press’s latest bilingual children’s book to be published.

Similarly, the previous editor of the UNM Press had been introduced to a husband 

and wife team from Tahlequah, Oklahoma, by Comanche advocate LaDonna Harris, who 

was the Director of Americans for Indian Opportunity at the time. Author Deborah 

Duvall and artist Murv Jacob ended up publishing seven of their Cherokee Grandmother 

stories for children with UNM Press. The series has won the Oklahoma Center for the 

Book’s Director’s Award for Contributions to Native American Literature.

Finding Artists from Other Genres

Sometimes, editors look for people who are accomplished in other art forms who 

might be able to transfer their talents to writing a children’s book. Lee and Bobby Bird, 

founders and owners of Cinco Puntos Press, did just this in publishing their first 

children’s book. Originally, the mission of Cinco Puntos was to publish literature and 

poetry for adults. However, one of them thought to ask their good friend, storyteller Joe 

Hayes from Benson, Arizona, to write down one of his popular stories for children, which 

was based on the Hispanic legend of la llorona, the wailing woman. The result, La 

Llorona, published in 1987, has been their biggest seller to date, selling over 100,000 

copies (in a field where the first printing of a book is usually 5,000 books or less, this is 
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quite a feat). The book has been so popular that Cinco Puntos decided to reissue it in 

2005 in recognition of its 20th anniversary in full color (the original was published as a 

duo-tone paperback).  

Similarly, Cinco Puntos published a book by the Latina singer/songwriter Tish 

Hinojosa because someone mentioned Hinojosa’s name to the Byrds. Hinojosa had just 

produced a CD of children’s songs called Cada Niño/Every Child; the Byrds convinced 

her to combine them into a children’s book. They now market the book Cada Niño/Every 

Child alongside the music CD.  John Byrd sums up how Cinco Puntos finds its authors: 

“Either someone tells us about something or we sort of come up with an idea and track 

someone down who can carry it out or . . . yeah, every once in a while somebody submits 

one.” 

Obviously, editors may turn to visual artists as potential children’s book 

illustrators. Children’s Book Press often looks for illustrators who work outside the genre 

of children’s books and then approaches them about illustrating one of their books. 

Similarly, Salina Bookshelf approaches Navajo artists who have already been recognized 

for their work, such as Irving Toddy, who was already a well-known artist when he 

agreed to illustrate Little Warrior Woman. Rafael López, who illustrated My Name is 

Celia for Luna Rising, had never published a children’s book before, although he had 

illustrated other books.  Finding illustrators, however, is often more difficult than finding 

authors; Tobar believes this is partly due to the fact that illustrating children’s books is 

“truly a labor of love,” since illustrators don’t get properly compensated for the amount 

of artwork they must create for a picture book. And, as with authors who might start out 
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with a smaller publishing company but then get “noticed” by a national company, smaller 

publishers must sometimes compete with national companies for illustrators. Howell 

recently discovered what she considered to be a wonderful new artist, but when she 

contacted him about illustrating a children’s book, he responded that he had just gotten a 

call from a major publishing company to illustrate one of their books and was quite 

excited about it. 

Referrals

Perhaps a more rare occurrence is when publishing companies actually get 

authors through references from other publishing houses. Byrd relates how an editor at 

Seven Stories, a New York press that is well-known for publishing political books, 

received a wonderful manuscript entitled Sélavi: That is Life, A Haitian Story of Hope

from a new author, Youme Landowne. Landowne spent time as an activist in Haiti and 

wrote the book based on the true stories of the street children living in Port-aú-Prince. 

Since it did not fit in with Seven Stories’ guidelines, the editor, Greg Rugerio, suggested 

to Landowne that she submit her book to Cinco Puntos. The editor at Cinco Puntos loved 

the book and published it in 2004. The book has since received some very high 

recognition, including being named a Texas Bluebonnet award winner, receiving the Jane 

Addams Peace Award, and being recognized as an ALA Notable Book for Children in 

2005.

First Time Authors

All of the publishing companies share something in common; they all tend to 

publish first-time authors, authors who have not published books with other companies, 
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especially not with the national companies. Children’s Book Press, which recently 

celebrated its thirtieth year, has certainly built up a reputation of publishing outstanding 

works from relatively unknown authors from minority groups. According to Ruth Tobar, 

the current Publisher and Executive Director of Children’s Book Press, “Part of what we 

do is community partnerships – that is, working with schools and libraries and other 

institutions that cater to children, to bring authors and artists to schools . . . and we are 

constantly talking to people about their stories, so that is one way that we receive 

manuscripts.” Children’s Book Press, she says, is also “a launching pad for a lot of new 

writers who may have done adult work but never children’s books, so works that we 

admire of authors of adult works, we often approach [about writing a children’s book]. . . 

. There is a place for us, either in terms of identifying talent, that we are on the ground 

level and so we can – we are out there in the community, so we meet people who are 

talented writers, who wouldn’t normally interact with someone from one of the bigger 

houses.”

The benefit to the publisher of discovering an author who has never been 

published is that the author often goes on to publish again and again with the company 

that originally published their work. Marina Tristán, Assistant Director of Arte Público, 

who oversees the Piñata Books imprint, says that Piñata Books works with many authors 

who were first published by the press and who continue to send in manuscript after 

manuscript. Viola Canales had never published a book before; her first manuscript to 

Piñata Books was published as Orange Candy Slices and Other Secret Tales, a collection 

of stories, in 2001. Ofelia Dumas Lachtmann first published Pepita Talks Twice/Pepita 
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habla dos veces with Piñata in 1995, which has become one of their most popular titles. 

Lachtmann has gone on to publish a total of 11 books with the press. Diane Gonzales 

Bertrand published her first book, Sweet Fifteen, with Piñata in 1996 and has gone on to 

publish many more books with the company, including another bestseller, Trino’s 

Choice.  

Knowing Your Community

The publishers at Salina Bookshelf, twin Navajo brothers Eric and Ken Lockard, 

find Navajo authors because they are involved in the Navajo culture and community. One 

of their more recent titles, Dzání Yázhí Naazbaa'/Little Woman Warrior Who Came 

Home, was written by Evangeline Yazzie, a professor of Modern Languages at Northern 

Arizona University, who had extensively researched the Navajo Long Walk. For that 

book, Salina was also fortunate enough to get a Navajo illustrator, Irving Toddy, who had 

illustrated several other books about the Navajo Long Walk. As far as the Lockards 

know, Little Warrior Woman is the first book to be published about the Long Walk that 

was both written and illustrated by members of the Navajo nation. Marjorie Thomas, a 

Navajo teacher, principal, and administrator, has published three books with Salina: Bidii, 

White Nose the Sheep Dog (Chiilgai, Na’nilkaadii), and What Does 'Died' Mean? 

(Ha'íishá Óolyé Daaztsa?).  Similarly, Martha Blue, a lawyer who is not Navajo but who 

has lived in Tuba City for over 30 years and who founded the Dine Legal Services in the 

1960’s, published Little Prankster Girl (At'ééd Adiláhí Yázhí) with Salina.  The 

publishers also approached Baje Whitethorn, Senior, a well-known Navajo artist who had 

published several books with Northland, Luna Rising’s parent company, about writing 
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and illustrating a book for Salina to publish; the result was Father's Boots/Azhee 

Bikenidootsosii.

Aggressive Authors

While editors and publishers are always looking for new talent, sometimes it is 

the author who must be aggressive in order to get noticed by publishing companies; 

serious authors often submit many stories to various publishers before one manuscript is 

selected to be published. This was the case for René Colato Laínez, the author of Playing 

Lotería, one of the first books published by Luna Rising. Howell said she had met Laínez 

at a conference three years ago. Laínez sent Howell several stories, and although she 

recognized that he had talent, she also knew that something was missing in his writing. 

Then, she says,

all of a sudden he sent me this book called Playing Lotería, and you know 
the lotería game is, in my mind, a great concept, I mean a lot of people 
relate to and get excited about it. It has a lot of potential, and so that to me 
was definitely a go. Just because it was a well-written story, it had a great 
message, it had the inter-generational tie-in that I look for, [that shows a 
certain understanding of the culture]. Plus it had this other concept, the 
lotería, so that was very exciting.

Howell often has experiences with people who want to write children’s books. 

She related that she could be on the phone making hotel reservations, or standing in line 

at the grocery, or talking to the other moms in her daughter’s play group, and when the 

hotel receptionist or grocery cashier or mom discovers Howell is a children’s book editor, 

suddenly all of them have written a children’s book that they think could be published. 

Sometimes, these chance encounters do turn into workable manuscripts. Howell had 

called Monica Brown, a professor of Latino literature at NAU, to consult with her about a 
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manuscript Howell received at Luna Rising. They talked about Howell’s idea to start a 

biography series about well-known Latinos. Howell remembers that Brown said, “’Oh, 

I’d like to write a children’s book! . . . . and I said, OK, go ahead!’ And she surprised me 

and wrote this amazing book” that turned out to be My Name is Gabriela. 

Brown recalls being excited about Howell’s vision for Luna Rising because she 

had lots of ideas for books after spending many years studying Latino literature. She 

chose to write a story about Gabriela Mistral, the first Latina to win the Nobel Prize for 

Literature. Brown showed her draft to a colleague who wrote children’s books and, as she 

discovered, “I had a real ear for that kind of language, writing for children, and then I 

have children that are six and eight, and it just seemed that everything came together at 

the same time” (Brown, M., personal communication, October 13, 2005). Brown said that 

Howell was nervous when Brown first brought her the manuscript: “[Howell] was hoping 

it wouldn’t be one of those awkward situations” of having to turn down the manuscript. 

However, says Howell, “I had in my mind actually what I wanted, and [Monica] just 

understood what I was talking about and was able to write it. She brings [biographies] 

down to a level that kids can relate to, but [My Name is Gabriela] is also poetic and 

beautifully written, and I also [saw] the visual components, which to me signifies good 

writing.”

 Brown’s first submission was later published as My Name is Gabriela: The Life 

of Gabriela Mistral/Mi Llamo Gabriela: La vida de Gabriela Mistral by Luna Rising in 

2004. Brown went on to write My Name is Celia: The Life of Celia Cruz/Mi llamo Celia: 

La vida de Celia Cruz that was published by Luna Rising in 2005 (for various reasons, 
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Celia ended up being published before Gabriela). My Name is Celia has already won the 

Américas Award, an award given by the Consortium of Latin American Studies 

Programs for children’s books published in a given year in English, Spanish, or 

Portuguese that authentically relate to Latin America, the Caribbean, or to Latinos in the 

United States. It has also just recently been named a Pura Belpré Honor Book for 2005. 

While Howell had not specifically approached Brown to write a children’s book, Brown 

took the initiative of writing her book and asking Howell to look at it.

Cultural Authenticity of Authors and Illustrators

What compounds the challenge for these publishing companies to find authors

and illustrators is, of course, the fact that they are looking not just for people who can 

write and illustrate quality children’s books, but also for people who can write and 

illustrate authentically about a minority culture, whether they themselves are from the 

culture or have had extensive learning and even living experiences within the culture.  

While the companies interviewed for this dissertation each had a slightly different 

approach to the definition of the cultural authenticity of their authors and illustrators, 

each company demonstrated a commitment to seriously consider those who produce their 

books.  In fact, two of the companies, Children’s Book Press and Piñata Books, make it a 

point to only publish books written by people from within the culture represented in the 

books. 

While Cinco Puntos has published books by Hispanic authors such as Rudolfo 

Anaya and Benjamin Saenz, many of the bilingual English/Spanish books published by 

the company have been written by Joe Hayes, the storyteller from Benson, Arizona. 
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While Hayes is not Hispanic, many of the stories he tells are from the Hispanic tradition 

of southern Arizona and New Mexico.  John Byrd of Cinco Puntos recognizes the fact 

that some people do not approve of Hayes’s books, but believes that culture is “a real 

fluid thing” that he “hate[s] to put boundaries on.” As Byrd says, 

Joe Hayes tells a lot of stories from the Hispanic tradition, without 
actually being Hispanic. And I think that especially early in his career he 
ran up against some barriers because of that. Some people felt like he 
shouldn’t be doing that. . . . . But you know – and I think you’d really have 
to see Joe perform to understand – but he really is – he’s really put a lot of 
intellectual work into learning the stories and to understanding them and 
to telling them that is very respectful of their origins. And I think that what 
he does is very important in a lot of ways in preserving the culture . . . he 
grew up surrounded by the culture, but he wasn’t necessarily a part of it. 

Byrd quoted Choctaw author Tim Tingle, who published Walking the Choctaw Road, a 

book of short stories, with Cinco Puntos. To actually hear Tingle talk about who can tell 

stories, Byrd said, would actually make you weep, but in a nutshell Tingle says that 

stories are something to be passed on, that they must be told to other people so they can 

in turn learn them and tell them to others. That is what storytelling is all about – not so 

much who is telling the stories, but that they are being told. 

Like Byrd, the Lockard brothers and Ruffenach, publishers and editor at Salina 

Bookshelf, don’t necessarily believe that only Navajos can write authentically about the 

Navajo culture and experience. In fact, the first book that the brothers published when 

they were juniors in high school in Flagstaff, Arizona, was written by Ann Nolan Clark, 

winner of the Newbery Award in 1953 for The Secret of the Andes. Clark was a white 

woman who taught in Bureau of Indian Affairs schools on the Navajo reservation for 

many years. During the 1930s, according to Eric Lockard, Clark “tried to develop literacy 
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programs on several different reservations . . . really by working with the community and 

students and getting their stories down.”  Clark originally wrote Who Wants to Be a 

Prairie Dog?, a Navajo story, in 1940 because she was surprised by the lack of cross-

cultural material available to Native American children 

(http://www.salinabookshelf.com/store/salinaNewsletter_jul2005.htm). The book had 

since gone out of print until the Lockard brothers decided to reprint it in 1994 as the first 

book published by Salina Bookshelf.  

Lockard says, “There are a lot of things you look for in an author and in an 

illustrator. For one, are they talented? Do they have a compelling story? But then you 

also want to make sure that they can present themselves well to a large audience of 

people and that they are really committed to the work.” Salina Bookshelf is not so 

concerned with publishing books written solely by Navajos, but rather books that present 

the Navajo culture – and language – authentically and compellingly. An example of one 

of their authors who is not Navajo is Martha Blue, who wrote Little Trickster Girl. Blue 

worked as a lawyer in Tuba City for 30 years and was immersed in the Navajo culture 

and community. Similarly, Salinas’ latest book, Zíiniyah, was written by a non-Navajo, 

Patricia Powell, a storyteller from Illinois. Says Lockard, “I think we would like to try to 

stay as close to Navajo authors as we can, but if a non-Native American person has a 

compelling story that stays true to Navajo philosophy or Native American philosophy, 

then we are not going to turn it away.”
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In fact, Salina Bookshelf’s mission supports the idea that whether an author is 

Navajo or not, he or she still needs to be able to write compelling stories that demonstrate 

an intimate knowledge of Navajo culture. Ruffenach says, 

We don’t accept manuscripts just because someone is Navajo or not, and 
we don’t reject them either. We do feel that they should – it’s important 
that their stories be told. If we choose to publish someone who isn’t 
Navajo, maybe someone who has never been to a Navajo reservation, we 
like to feel that they are definitely familiar with the culture, that they 
understand the topic that they are writing about.

For that reason, their Navajo authors have strong ties to their community as well; 

Marjorie Thomas is an educator from Chinle, while Evangeline Yazzie is a professor at 

Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff.  

Marina Tristán of Piñata Books takes a different stance, agreeing with Taxel 

(2003), Cai (2003), and Sims Bishop (2003) that more people from within a culture 

should be given the encouragement and accessibility to publishing their books. Tristán 

explains: “All of our books are written by people from the culture, . . it’s not about an 

Anglo-American writing about his or her ideas about what Latino life is, et cetera, so all 

the writers are from the culture and we have – given the population in the U.S., within the 

Hispanic culture, the majority are Mexican American. If you look in our catalogue, the 

majority of the books are by Mexican American writers.” Although their books are all 

written by authors from within the Hispanic culture, Tristán says, many of their books 

share a universal theme that would appeal to all children. For example, she says, 

“Magda’s Tortillas [by Becky Chavarria-Chairez] is the story of a seven year old girl 

whose grandmother has promised her when she turns seven she will teach her how to 

make tortillas. It could just as well be, you know, pineapple upside-down cake . . . . It’s 
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very universal in that who doesn’t remember cooking or learning something from a 

grandparent?”

While Children’s Book Press’s submission guidelines do not explicitly state that 

authors must be from within the culture they are writing about, Ruth Tobar says, 

It’s not expressly stated [in our guidelines], but that is one of our guiding 
principles, that if we are going to tell a story authentically, the only way to 
do that is by having someone from the living and breathing experience to 
write it. . . . What happens is that if we make an exception [to publish a 
book by someone from outside the culture portrayed in the book] it’s a 
slippery slope. Once you make an exception for one book people are going 
to expect you to make one for another book, and that is a place we don’t 
want to be. . . . What we do is books about kids of color. There’s no 
denying that. They need to be authentic, and we believe the way that that 
is, is the stories come from the communities. The stories and the 
illustrations come from the community.

Like Children’s Book Press, Luna Rising does not state in its guidelines that the 

authors must be Hispanic. Says Howell: “As far as cultural authenticity [goes] . . . I do 

not advertise it, but since I’ve been the editor we haven’t acquired anything with a Latino 

slant from a non-Latino author. It’s something that I kind of – like I said, I don’t advertise 

it, but it is something that is important to me, that the person has a background that makes 

the story authentic.” However, it is a different matter about using non-Latino artists. 

Howell says that finding illustrators is very difficult: “You have to really look in non-

traditional places, and sometimes it becomes impossible after a while, you’ve looked at 

all of your options and nothing is quite right for the book, and so you start to look for 

people outside the culture.” She had a Latino artist lined up to do the illustrations for 

Playing Lotería, but he lived in Florida when it was hit by three hurricanes; as a result, he 

couldn’t make the deadline for the illustrations.  Howell turned to Jill Arenas, who, 
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although not Latina, “was familiar with the game and the Mexican culture” and who 

worked closely with the author in creating the illustrations. Howell says she has not heard 

any negative feedback about the fact that the illustrator of Playing Lotería is not 

Hispanic. 

While all the books published by Luna Rising have so far been written by 

Hispanic people, Howell doesn’t rule out publishing a book by someone outside the 

culture. She says, 

While it’s very important to me that the author is a Latino or a Latina, if I 
get a wonderful manuscript that seems culturally accurate and it’s by 
somebody else who lived in Mexico for their whole life, or is deeply 
engrossed in that culture, I would definitely consider [publishing] it. I 
don’t just look at names, but I find just through my experience that the 
truly great manuscripts that are really authentic and genuine are by 
Latinos, because they are writing about what they know. And I also think 
that in the past we’ve marginalized cultures or minority cultures have had 
to put up with everybody else writing about them, and I think it’s good for 
them to have a chance to write about their own experiences themselves.

While some of these companies have published books with multicultural themes 

that have been written by people from outside the culture, they all share an important 

distinction that sets them apart from many national publishing companies. These 

companies have staff people who are from the cultures they publish books about or that 

who very close ties to minority groups. Children’s Book Press hires many people from 

various ethnic backgrounds; Tobar mentioned that two people on the staff speak Tagalog.  

The staff at Piñata Books, including the publisher, Tristán, are primarily Latino/a. Salina 

Bookshelf’s staff is mainly Navajo. Howell of Luna Rising has a background in Latin 

American Studies and in Spanish, and Cinco Puntos has close relationships with people 

from many cultural backgrounds in the Southwest. Having staff from minority ethnic 
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backgrounds helps to ensure that these smaller publishing companies seriously consider 

the cultural authenticity of the authors and illustrators they publish, and also helps to 

ensure that their books portray different cultures realistically and accurately. 

The Need for Authors and Illustrators of Color

While the publishers have various ideas about who can write books about culture, 

they agree on one thing: there is a definite need for people from within ethnic minority 

groups to write their own children’s books. Eric Lockard says that, with more and more 

Navajo language immersion programs emerging in schools, there is a greater need for 

books written by Navajos in the Navajo language. Ruffenach feels it is much more 

difficult to find Native American authors than Native American illustrators, since the 

culture is so rich in artistic culture that illustrators are more visible, with artwork being 

displayed in galleries and shows. She says, “You find good Navajo writers but it’s not 

like people show off their writing like they show off their art work. There are many oral 

stories, but they are oral, so stories aren’t written down, so sometimes it is difficult to get 

that. There are hundreds of extremely talented artists, and they are visible at the 

[galleries]. But it’s harder to find people who write the stories, and for them to find us.” 

Lockard sees that as one of the primary missions of Salina Bookshelf: “We’ve really tried 

to encourage Navajo authors and illustrators and people who are interested and know a 

lot about Navajos to write great stories and be creative and have their voices heard on a 

larger level – to a larger audience.”
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Howell thinks that, while perhaps there are talented Hispanics who can write and 

illustrate children’s books, the challenge is to find them. “I think they are out there,” she 

says, 

I think there are so many . . . so much talent is out there and I feel that it’s 
my job to find it. . . . You go to these conferences and most of the people 
there are Anglos, and you think to yourself, is that because nobody else 
wanted to come or because they didn’t have the opportunity, or it wasn’t 
advertised in such a way that they would have known about it, or what’s 
going on there? . . . I think there’s a lot of authors and artists who are out 
there, but it’s just harder for them to access the market. Because it’s harder 
for us to access them.

Wilson of UNM Press agrees; he says, “It’s no different than any other book we 

do, that’s what we do, is to actively go out and try to find authors who fit what we see as 

the role for UNM Press. . . . . It’s not that hard at all, there are very very talented people 

out there, good writers and good artists.”  These presses recognize the difficulty in getting 

people of color to write and illustrate children’s books, but they do not see that as an 

excuse to allow outsiders or people with no real experience of a culture to write a book 

about that culture. Even though it means more work for them, they would rather find 

qualified people from multicultural backgrounds to write their own stories than to allow 

people from the white, majority culture to do so. 

Conclusion

While there are myriad aspiring authors and illustrators of children’s books, 

finding those who can write or illustrate a good story from a specific cultural viewpoint is 

a difficult proposition, particularly for smaller publishing companies who might not have 

the same allure to authors as a national company might. However, the smaller companies 

play two important roles in the field of children’s literature, particularly related to finding 
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authors and illustrators to create culturally authentic children’s books. The first role is 

that they are willing to take a chance on new authors, those that Silvey (2004) calls 

“original voices” and “out-of-the-box thinkers” (p. 38), that is, authors and illustrators 

who probably would not be noticed by the larger companies since they don’t have a 

brand name.  The second role small presses play is that they help to increase the number 

of authors and illustrators from within minority ethnic cultures in the United States, 

including Native American, Hispanic, African American, and Asian-American 

communities, something that Larrick (1965) called for over 40 years ago and that the 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) still recognizes as being a concern today 

(Horning, Lingren, Rudiger, & Schliesman, 2004). 

To find these original voices, editors of small publishing companies must be fairly  

aggressive to find – and then hold onto – new talent. There are generally three methods of 

identifying authors and illustrators: from manuscripts submitted to the publishing 

company either by request or blindly; from manuscripts read at conferences and writer’s 

workshops; and through a personal touch that includes encouraging artists from other 

literature genres or even other types of media, such as singers or graphic artists, to write a 

children’s book. While stories sent as blind submissions rarely make it into a published 

final form, several of the companies have been successful in publishing books that were 

sent to them without being requested, such as Salina Bookshelf’s Zíiniyah. More often, an 

editor will read a draft of a story at a conference or writer’s workshop and encourage that 

author to submit it or perhaps to write something else. Many of these companies 

convinced artists from other genres, whether they were already-established writers of 
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adult fiction, singer/songwriters, or recognized graphic artists, to turn their talents to 

writing and illustrating children’s books. 

Smaller companies must pay more attention to the overall quality of each book 

they publish, since they publish few books each year and base their reputation on the 

books they do publish. For this reason, all of these companies have a commitment to 

ensuring that the author, illustrator, or both are qualified to create a children’s book that 

has a multicultural theme or that is bilingual. Sometimes, this need for culturally 

authentic authors and illustrators is even written into a company’s submission guidelines, 

but more often than not the company looks for people who have strong ties to a culture, 

whether or not they are a member of that culture. The people interviewed for this 

dissertation reflect the wide-ranging ideas and theories about cultural authenticity 

currently debated among scholars, educators, and writers. Some of the companies were 

willing to publish works by authors from outside a culture, while some of them would 

publish only works written by people from within the culture. However, even the 

companies that publish works by people from outside a culture demonstrated the 

willingness to think critically about their purpose in doing so, as recommended by Taxel 

(2003), Cai (2003), and Sims Bishop (2003). In the case of Cinco Puntos, while Joe 

Hayes is not Hispanic, he grew up in Arizona and was immersed in the Spanish culture 

and language, and his books reflect the stories he has learned from his experience with 

Hispanic traditions. Similarly, Martha Blue is not Navajo, but the Lockard brothers, who 

are Navajo themselves, believe she is qualified to portray Navajo culture authentically 

because she has lived and worked among the Navajo for decades.
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Since they are aggressive in looking for authors and illustrators, these smaller 

companies often publish books by first-time authors and illustrators, who then 

demonstrate loyalty to the company that gave them their start and go on to publish over 

and over with that publisher, although there is certainly the danger that a larger, national 

company will recognize the talent found in independent companies and entice these 

authors and illustrators away from the smaller company with the promise of a wider 

audience and more money. While this happens on a regular basis, the smaller companies, 

as Horning (1994) and Ford (1994) point out, are also very connected to their 

surrounding communities, and are in a better position to encourage more and more 

authors and illustrators from minority ethnic cultures to publish their stories.

The search for qualified authors and illustrators who can write and illustrate 

outstanding children’s books that will appeal to a multicultural market as well as to a 

broader market consumes a lot of time on the part of smaller book publishing companies, 

but the time spent is well worth it, since they are able to publish authors and illustrators 

that the national companies might overlook. These independent presses are also 

continuing the work started by the Council for Interracial Books for Children back in the 

1960s by encouraging writers and illustrators from Hispanic, African American, Native 

American, and Asian-American backgrounds to publish multicultural children’s books 

(Larrick, 1965).

Bilingual Books and Issues of Translation

Bilingual books are one type of multicultural children’s book, and all of the 

companies included in the research for this dissertation published books in a bilingual 
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format. A bilingual book is a book that is published in two languages, with both 

languages appearing on a page or page spread. This next section examines how these 

small companies have contributed to the field of multicultural children’s books by 

publishing some (or all) of their books in a bilingual format as opposed to publishing two 

books, each in a different language. Also addressed in this section are the issues of the 

methods that small presses use to translate their books and how they select translators.  

Not only did all of the companies included in this research publish bilingual 

children’s books, three of them, Luna Rising, Piñata Books, and Salina Bookshelf publish 

all of their children’s picture books in bilingual editions, while Children’s Book Press 

publishes its Hispanic and Asian American children’s books in bilingual editions and 

Cinco Puntos and the University of New Mexico Press publish many but not all of their 

books in bilingual editions.  The decision to publish one book with two languages rather 

than two books in two languages (i.e., an English version and a Spanish version of the 

same book) can often be traced back to a company’s mission statement. If the goal is to 

provide more books for children from Hispanic, Native American, and Asian American 

cultures, then it follows logically that those books should be written in what is often the 

child’s native language, or at least a language that is spoken at home or within the child’s 

community. As Byrd of Cinco Puntos says when describing why his parents published 

their first children’s book, La Llorona, in a bilingual version, “I don’t think they really set 

out to publish bilingual books as much as they set out to do what they saw going on 

around them,” referring to the fact that they live in El Paso, Texas, which shares the U.S.-

Mexico border with its sister-city, Juarez, Mexico.
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Bilingual Books versus Books in one Language

While Schon (2004) and others argue on a national level whether bilingual books 

or books published in two language versions are better for second language learners, 

these smaller companies all believe that bilingual versions are better for children who are 

either learning a second language or who are strengthening their literacy skills in their 

first language (although certainly economics does play a role, since it is cheaper to create 

one edition of a book and sell it to both language speakers or learners rather than to print 

two versions and sell the same total number of books). Says Tristán, “I definitely think 

that there are people who – I’ve talked to a lot of people who are interested in the 

bilingual books because they want their kids to learn Spanish, you know, and so they are 

exposing their kids to another language, another culture, so definitely that – there’s no 

doubt in my mind that that’s the case.” She also sees the need for children whose first 

language is Spanish to have books in English: “More and more there’s an immigrant 

population of young people – maybe some of whom are not literate even in their native 

Spanish, but there are kids who come [to schools in Texas] who at least have some 

literacy in Spanish and teachers want books in Spanish so they can continue or maintain 

their literacy in Spanish while adding English language literacy.”

Tobar of Children’s Book Press recognizes that some educators, such as those in 

Spanish immersion schools, agree with Schon (2004) that bilingual books provide a 

crutch for children who are learning a new language or strengthening their literacy skills 

in their first language, but believes that bilingual books have tremendous value: “Because 

you get two books in one, if you ask me. When a person is bilingual, you get two people, 
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you know, even though – I don’t know bilingual is such a bad thing in this country, you 

get two people, you get two books in one too.” She added that, several years ago, 

California passed a proposition that forbad state schools to purchase foreign language 

materials. According to her, Children’s Book Press would have virtually gone out of 

business if it had published its books in only one language. Conversely, as de Cortes 

cautions, schools might not have any books in the Spanish language if it weren’t for 

bilingual books (Morales, 2003). So, publishing books in Spanish is beneficial for the 

publishers and for the schools.

Retha Davis, co-owner of Kids Center, a toy and book store, recognizes the fact 

that bilingual books often sell better than the same book in an English and in a Spanish 

version. She says, 

Those schools that are in the Hispanic areas that have a strong Hispanic 
population, they will pick up literature so that there is literature in the 
library that the children can identify with, and also to expose those non-
Hispanic kids to. I would say in general I think more of our bilingual 
books sell better than our Spanish only books, and that gives the school 
the option of using that same book with both the English speaking and 
Spanish speaking audience. So it’s a shared usage there. Some books 
come in English and come in Spanish, and that means a school has to buy 
two, and they are less likely to do that if they can buy one.

One prolific author who has published many titles with Piñata Books says that she 

specifically targeted the press to publish her first book mainly because she knew that their 

mission was to publish bilingual books in English and Spanish. According to this author, 

she selected Piñata Books after considering five or six other publishers because:

The one publisher at the time which consistently published children’s 
picture books in English and Spanish, proving both texts in each book, 
was Arte Público Press. Piñata Books, its children’s imprint, would be the 
first to receive the manuscript. I felt strongly about having my book 
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available in both languages, and the ideal format was to have it published 
and bound in a bilingual format. I think the personal desire stemmed from 
the fact that I was raised in a bilingual home – English-speaking weekdays 
at school, but Spanish-speaking weekends with the extended family.

This author echoes the benefits that Agosto (1997) sees in having bilingual books: they 

give children from bilingual families access to books that can be shared with either 

English speakers or Spanish speakers in the extended family. 

Howard of Northland Publishing also believes that having English and Spanish on 

the same page helps support both English and Spanish language learners. He points out,

[Having English and Spanish words on the same page or spread is] a thing 
we consciously do. There’s a mechanical reason that we put both 
languages on the same page. We don’t want the Spanish speaker to see 
something different than what the English speaker sees. It’s the physical 
act. They are separate but on the same page. I can’t help but to look to see 
what the Spanish word for this is while I’m reading. You are drawn into it 
– you’re reading the Spanish – you read a word in English, and jump 
down to see what the word is in Spanish. You soak up a little syntax and 
grammar and you see how things work. It really is – I know there are 
language practitioners who say that is not how you learn another language, 
but these books are not textbooks, they are books that work well in 
English and Spanish.

Sometimes, the presses must contend with customers who don’t see a use for having two 

languages in one book. Says Howard of Northland Books: “You know, I’ve had to 

overcome the objections from buyers that I’m selling these books to who say, I don’t 

have any Spanish speaking people – and I say, well, good, it’s got English in it. It’s a 

great book. You can use them just as an English story book, picture book.” Agosta (1997) 

agrees that many great books have been published as a bilingual book, and monolingual 

children are missing out by not having access to them.
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National Companies and Bilingual Books

Several of the interviewees mentioned that, while smaller companies have 

published bilingual books as part of their mission for many years, the national companies 

seem to think it is a new trend that they created. Says Byrd, “Today I think it’s a little bit 

funny, but you know it’s just one of those things, with Harper’s marketing money they 

can – they can make people think that they’ve invented bilingual books, you know, it’s 

like some brilliant idea of theirs, even though people – not just us – but other people have 

been doing it for years now.”  Howell agrees: 

It’s something that we have been doing for quite a while, and a lot of these 
new houses are just coming out and doing it, and they don’t always do the 
bilingual format like we do, having both languages on one page or one 
spread, they’ll come out with a Spanish edition and then an English 
edition, but I think . . . that a lot of these small companies have been doing 
this for like ten years, 12 years, and now that all the big houses are doing it 
they are saying, “Oh pioneers! Multicultural literature and bilingual books 
for kids!” I think all the smaller houses say, yeah, yeah, we knew.

Issues of Translation

Of course, with the mission to publish books in two languages comes the question 

of how to translate from one language into another. The translation of a book is extremely 

important since, as Schon (2004), Mlawer (in Morales, 2003) and Lee (2002) point out, a 

poor translation can ruin the literary value as well as the story of a book. To ensure that 

the translated text is true to the original, small companies use a variety of translation 

techniques, whether by having authors translate their own books, having local experts 

such as native speakers or university faculty provide the translation, or having the editor 

translate the book and then asking a native speaker to review the translation. 



156

Theresa Howell of Luna Rising says that she uses all of these methods, sometimes 

depending on the author’s ability to translate his or her own work and sometimes 

depending on the book’s intended market. 

We work with a company out of San Francisco – Straight Line Editorial 
Development -- and I’ve always been really happy with them. I’ve worked 
with a translator who specializes in children’s books, so she takes the text 
and makes sure she translates it in a way that is suitable for children. You 
know, that’s a major consideration. . . . A lot of [authors] prefer to do it 
differently, like the Lupe Vargas book, [author] Amy Costales translated 
that whole thing herself, and she’s very bilingual and capable, so I actually 
– instead of having the whole thing translated I gave the translator Amy’s 
translation and said, edit this. I also speak Spanish but I don’t feel 
comfortable editing things on my own. So I said, edit this, look for the 
things we always look for, and just make sure it matches the English well, 
whereas Monica Brown [author of My Name is Celia] likes to have her 
stories completely translated. René Laínez [author of Playing Lotería] is 
also bilingual but he says they can go ahead and translate it, he just really 
wants to review it carefully. So everybody’s different.

Noted children’s book author Pat Mora says that, in the past, she was very 

involved with the translations of her children’s books, but time constraints have caused 

her to cut down on her involvement in the translation process. She says,

Initially I was much more involved in the translations than I am now. 
Initially I probably would have tried to do the first pass, and then I would 
have worked with someone. . . .  Now what I do, because I really am very 
committed to generating new texts – I’ve got limited time here, and I’ve 
got to get to it. So what I do is I chat with the editor about the kind of 
translator I am looking for. I am actually looking at two translations right 
now of books that are coming out. And ideally I want someone with 
respect for Mexican or Mexican American Spanish, someone who has 
worked in children’s books and has a feel for children’s books, and ideally 
someone who maybe has a bit of a poetic streak, whether the book is 
poetic or not. And then I look at their translation – they’ve usually done it 
a few times – and I comment and ask questions, and if the editor – and at 
the big houses the editor usually won’t speak Spanish, then I go back and 
forth with the translator.
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Like Philip Lee (2002) of Lee & Low Books, Mora recognizes the need for translators 

not only to be familiar with the language and the culture but also to be a good writer 

themselves, to have “a poetic streak.” 

Children’s Book Press taps into the resources of its surrounding communities in 

San Francisco. According to Tobar: “We have native readers or translators from each of 

the communities, like if it’s going to be a Puerto Rican book we get a Puerto Rican 

reader, if it’s going to be a Filipino [book] it’s going to be a Tagalog native reader, 

translator. We’re doing a Japanese book and it is actually being translated by someone in 

Japan. It’s going to be beautiful.”  She goes on to say, 

We have one author who translates his own work. Now that’s a good way 
to go, but it gets edited by our editor. When we don’t have expertise on a 
language like Korean or Japanese we are willing to depend on people we 
consider to be competent, credible speakers of the language. And we can’t 
control -- we have one Tagalog book which is a follow-up to another 
Tagalog book, and we are really depending on the people we worked with 
before to make sure it’s authentic. Two of our employees speak Tagalog 
and they will read the book too.

Children’s Book Press pays close attention to the culture that is portrayed in each of its 

books and lets that determine the translation; Tobar says, “[The translation of the book] 

depends, because if it’s Cuban American we need a Cuban American [translator], you 

know what I mean? It depends.”

Eric Lockard describes the translation process at Salina Bookshelf: 

Well, we actually work with translators, and sometimes the books actually 
come written in Navajo first, and then they’re translated into English. Like 
Evangeline [Yazzie’s] story on the long walk was written in Navajo first 
and then she wrote it in English, and our editor edited the English, and 
then they sat down and made sure that it would sound ok in Navajo. And 
then we have outside editors that we’ve worked with for the 11 years we 
have been in business. And we like to go – we like to develop those 
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relationships again and again. They’ve done like – Peter Thomas is one of 
the translators we use and he’s done a lot of work in developing [school] 
curriculum.

Since Piñata Books is associated with the University of Houston, it has a rich 

resource to draw on for its translations. According to Tristán, 

We are here at the University of Houston so we have access to graduate 
students who are native Spanish speakers, and so for the most part that 
seems to be what we do. There’s this variety of people here on campus 
that we’ve worked with on the translating, and we have an editor on staff 
who’s bilingual, and she does quite a few of them, with input from various 
groups, because – or various people who all come from different – we 
have Chileans, Argentineans, Mexicans, here on campus. . . . We’re lucky 
because we do have a very diverse group of Spanish speakers at our 
fingertips, and so there’s always a committee meeting to debate the 
translation line by line, word by word, and in some instances the feeling is 
that the book is set in the valley of south Texas and so the words that are 
used may not be universally recognized but it is specific to the region that 
those stories are coming out of, and so, yeah, we’ve made decisions to use 
words that Cuban American in Miami might not necessarily know, but it’s 
true to the story and the location that it comes from.

Regional Variations in Languages 

Several of the people I interviewed discussed one of the challenges that comes 

with translating a book into two languages: deciding which of several regional variations 

to use in the translations.  However, none of them agreed with Schon (2004) that the 

narrative should be “standard” Spanish (i.e., the Spanish spoken in Spain) while the 

dialogue can reflect a regional variation. These companies believe that all of the Spanish 

in the translation should be true to the flavor of the book. According to Byrd, 

Spanish is very problematic to translate, because it is very regionalized –
everyone, everywhere you go thinks they speak the purest Spanish, which 
I mean is pretty much what English speakers say too, but so when our first 
– when our books first started getting recognition beyond our immediate 
geographic niche, we got a lot of complaints about the Spanish, actually, 
especially when they got to the east coast, because our books are 
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translated into a Mexican Spanish, and on the east coast it’s much more 
influenced by Cuban and Caribbean Spanish, Puerto Rican Spanish, which
is a little bit different, so people on the east coast really were complaining 
about our books, that they were – they just weren’t right, and you know 
we have been thinking about that for a while, but you know the truth is 
there’s no reason why Mexican Spanish isn’t entirely appropriate –
actually, it’s the most appropriate thing for us, because that’s where we 
are, I mean that’s just what our folks are, they’re from Mexican or 
Mexican American traditions. So that’s we’re just going to be who we are, 
so we kept translating with an eye towards the Mexican version of 
Spanish.

Pat Mora believes that whatever dialect of Spanish is used in a translation, it 

should be true to the characters in the book. She says,

What I would like to see and what makes sense, is that the Spanish should 
be the authentic – correct, but the authentic voice of the author. So if the 
author is Cuban, by background, then she has a different word for apricots 
than I do, in Spanish, and I would want to adhere to her word, and I would 
want to learn it. And if she uses phrases that I don’t, and I use the example 
many times with editors – if we were to do a book about a child in the 
South, it might not sound exactly like the book we did about the child in 
New England. And we want to capture that flavor, so we want that 
authenticity.

While Cinco Puntos looks to publish books that would appeal to its surrounding 

community, Howell of Luna Rising uses a different approach: 

And also I’ve heard tell that Colombian Spanish is the purest – the most 
universally acceptable but what I always tell [our translator] is that we 
really want the most universally acceptable form, unless, the Carlos books 
are written – or translated – so that the Spanish is kind of like the Spanish 
spoken in that part of new Mexico, or in northern Mexico, and then when 
we did the Celia book, and you know this book is largely going to be read 
by Florida and on the east coast, so we want – I mean, I kind of leave it up 
to her a little bit, but then I always go back to the author, they’ll always, 
always say, well, why did she translate it this way? And I’ll go back and 
forth between the author and the translator and things like that. People just 
say things differently. 
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Even Salina Bookshelf faces the problem of deciding which dialect of the Navajo 

language to use in its books. According to Lockard, 

It’s definitely true for Navajo, and I think we’ve come to the realization 
that we have to really make an attempt to have published literature 
available since the alternative is that people just don’t know the language, 
and that’s much worse than arguing over spelling, or over orthography, 
dialectical variations . . . . We’ve had four translators that we’ve used 
extensively, and I think – we tend to use the same dialect -- they are 
generally from the same area. Maybe that’ll change, but it seems to me 
that –it’s a long standing argument [over which Navajo dialect to use].

Obviously, there are many decisions to make when publishing a bilingual book, 

including finding a translator and determining which dialect or regional variation 

of a language to incorporate into the translation. Often, the editor lets the 

characters and story of a book determine which dialect to use, although 

sometimes the decision is made based purely on economic reasons, that is, using 

the dialect of the group of people who are most likely to buy the book. Thus, these 

independent publishers do not agree with Schon (2004), who argues that Spanish 

translations of children’s books should remain true to the “pure” Spanish dialect. 

Conclusion

While there is currently a national debate about whether bilingual books are 

conducive to helping children learn a second language, with experts such as Isabel Schon 

(2004) arguing that bilingual books are harmful to second language learners, these 

independent publishers continue to publish them for the reasons that Agosto (1997) 

outlined: bilingual books provide two books in one and are thus easier to sell to people 

who speak one or both languages; librarians and teachers request them for their children 

who speak a second language; and it is a way for second-language books to have a 
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presence in classrooms and librarians in the face of English-only state laws. While 

national companies are just beginning to realize the market for bilingual books, these 

smaller companies have been publishing them for years for these reasons. 

While Mlawer (in Morales, 2003) and Brosnan (in Velasquez, 2004) have argued 

that books in the past have been poorly translated into Spanish due to the lack of Spanish-

speaking editors and publishers, independent presses rely on a variety of sources for their 

translations to ensure that their books are translated in the best way possible. They may 

use the author, who may write the book in a language other than English and then 

translate it into English, or who may speak the second language and translate the book 

from English. They may also draw on the resources of the community by using local 

university faculty or school educators. Some of the publishers use translation companies. 

One of the most important issues to consider when selecting a translator is to determine 

which dialect of the second language should be used, whether it is Puerto Rican Spanish 

versus Cuban Spanish or a dialect of Navajo that is specific to a region. Often, the 

publisher will make this decision based on the culture that is represented in the book or 

simply based on the resources available to the company. No matter the challenge, smaller 

companies have recognized a niche for sales of bilingual books and have recognized the 

fact that, more and more, people are looking to maintain their own language heritage or 

to learn a new language and are looking for quality children’s books that allow or 

encourage their kids to do the same.  
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Relationships Between National Presses and Independent Presses

This section examines the relationship that small companies believe they have 

with the larger, national publishing companies, including what they see as being the role 

of smaller houses in recognizing, creating, and following trends in publishing children’s 

literature, what they believe to be their major areas of competition, and what they believe 

to be the current national trends in children’s book publishing, including the trend of 

creating “branded” books, and how they respond to that trend. This section relates to the 

research question of the roles that small presses play in children’s book, and discusses 

several of the challenges they have faced in being a small publishing company compared 

to the larger companies.

Symbiosis

Theresa Howell, editor of Rising Moon and Luna Rising, describes the 

relationship between the large, national, conglomerate book publishing companies and 

the smaller, independent presses as being one of symbiosis; both companies benefit from 

the work of the other. The small presses can often spot a trend before the big companies 

do, such as the trend in publishing multicultural children’s books specifically for the 

growing Hispanic market in the U.S.  According to Howell:

You know, when I see that Harper-Collins is –with their Rayo imprint [of 
Spanish language books] that they are coming out with – to me, that 
supports what we’ve been doing all along. It doesn’t support it, but it 
validates the fact that yes, there is a market out here, somebody else is 
noticing, and then when you see all these other publishing companies 
come out – I always put those notices on my publisher’s desk, if I get an 
email I’ll forward those things along to him, and say, see, we’re doing 
right, it’s not just us, there is a market out there! So it kind of adds fuel to 
the fire to what we’re doing.
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Rather than seeing the larger houses’ interest in publishing bilingual books as a 

threat to her own company, Howell prefers to see it as the highest form of flattery 

– imitation. The fact that a national publishing house like Harper-Collins is 

following in the footsteps of Luna Rising gives Howell considerable influence in 

convincing her publisher that there is a market for bilingual books.

Howell experienced this phenomenon first-hand when Luna Rising was preparing 

to release its first children’s book, My Name is Celia by Monica Brown. Says Howell: 

We’ve always found, although we have no proof, that some of those 
bigger houses are kind of watching what we do a little bit. You know, this 
Celia book we have coming out . . . . We had that idea, and came out with 
our book fall 2004, but we had discovered that another house was doing 
another Celia book, but it was scheduled for spring 2006, so we were so 
excited that our book was going to be coming out first, you know, it won 
the [Américas] Award, and all these things, so we do kind of feel like 
sometimes people [in the national companies] are maybe looking at what’s 
coming out of these smaller houses.

Byrd agrees that often smaller companies set the trends that larger companies 

recognize after the fact. Says Byrd,

I found the national scene -- it seems like actually a lot of the big presses 
are trying to emulate what we do. Maybe not us, us specifically, certainly 
not us specifically, but they are – they’re doing a lot of the stuff that we 
fell into accidentally they are doing by design now. Harper Collins a few 
years back started up an imprint called Rayo, which publishes specifically 
Hispanic writers. . . . They do stuff that’s either by Hispanic writers or of 
Hispanic interest. Just this last year they announced that they are going to 
start doing bilingual children’s books. 

Byrd thinks this is because the national companies “are finally starting to realize that 

there’s a heck of a lot of Hispanic people in the United States, and maybe [they] could 

sell them some books.”
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Wilson of the University of New Mexico Press has the same opinion as Byrd and 

Howell: 

Hispanics are now the largest minority in the country, and I think there has 
been an anticipation there for a long time that there would be a market for 
books about Hispanic cultures. Whether that has actually worked out or 
not I’m not sure. I’ve read in the trade media that houses like Harper, 
Houghton Mifflin, whatever, that have geared up in a major way for 
programs in bilingual education, bilingual books and books in Spanish 
have been disappointed in their results, and have pulled back a bit from 
that. I think their initial sentiment was correct, and that their pullback was 
probably premature and they will reenter the marketplace again in force 
sometime in the very near future.

Small Publishing Companies as Risk-Takers

While it may seem to these smaller companies that the larger companies are 

following their lead, it may also be that the larger companies are merely just beginning to 

recognize that there is a market out there of Hispanic people in the U.S. who want to buy 

books that reflect their families, their experiences, and their language. However, the 

smaller companies have certainly been able to jump on this trend sooner, since they can 

afford to take risks and they have a closer connection with their communities and with 

teachers and educators who have asked them for multicultural children’s books. 

Additionally, Ford (1994) wrote that when the larger companies finally recognized the 

renewed interest in multicultural children’s books in the early 1990s, they merely went 

through their backlists to find books they thought fit the multicultural label. However, 

since most of the publishers at the national companies were white, the books they chose 

to publish from their backlists were not very culturally authentic, nor did they feature 

contemporary experiences of children of color.  
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While national publishers may just be beginning to recognize the strength in the 

market for multicultural children’s books, particularly for books that target the growing 

Hispanic market in the U.S., small publishing companies continue to fill a niche in the 

world of publishing multicultural children’s books. Tobar of Children’s Book Press 

summarizes the role that she believes smaller houses play: “Just like any other 

organization that is smaller, when there are smaller organizations, they are always at the 

forefront, like the cutting edge, taking risks that the larger houses don’t. You find in 

publishing people in the larger houses don’t dare or don’t care about, and I think that the 

smaller houses, smaller entities in any industry are the ones out there in the forefront, and 

that’s the role that we play.”

Competition Among Small Presses

With so many of the smaller publishing companies publishing books for the 

multicultural children’s market, it would seem that there might be some strong 

competition among these companies. Tobar, however, sees otherwise: “I like to think that 

we don’t compete against anyone, you know? I think there’s enough stories, enough 

artists, enough authors, enough purchasers of our books not to compete, you know? 

There’s not enough out there yet. Even after 30 years of being in existence, there’s still 

not enough out there. You go to any bookstore and any library and you can see that very 

easily.”

Lockard of Salina Bookshelf sees their competition not as the smaller companies, 

but rather the larger ones like Scholastic.  But, he says, a smaller company like Salina 

Bookshelf can still fill a need that the larger companies don’t. He says, 
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Well, we like to say our biggest competitor is Scholastic. If you look at 
them and how much money they take from the educational market, its 
substantial. There was a recent Baby’s First Reading initiative was passed 
to get kids reading from ages 0 to 5. $45 million went to Scholastic, and 
five million went to every other publisher out there. [Scholastic does] 
some quality work, but there a lot of – there are just so many publishers 
out there, there are a lot of publishers, for us it’s not about being 
competitive on that level, it’s more about seeing how we can expand our 
market, and how we can teach more people about the culture we publish 
about, and if it’s successful then great.

“Branded” Authors

While Austin (2003) and Fraustino (2003) wrote that many larger companies are 

turning to celebrities to write children’s books, the smaller presses simply compete with 

the larger national companies, who can afford to pay celebrities big bonuses merely to 

write a book that may or may not be a quality children’s book. In fact, when asked to 

comment on the national trend of paying celebrities to write children’s books, Byrd 

responded, 

That sort of stuff is very – it’s sort of heartrending for writers, I think, 
because writing is a craft, and it’s something you really work at, and so 
when someone like that comes along, and doesn’t do something regularly, 
and doesn’t really have any sense of how it’s done, just sort of slaps 
something together and gets it published with a lot of press, you know, it’s 
discouraging for people that are really working at it and trying to do 
something really unique.

Howell thinks that there is another drawback to relying on “name” authors, that 

often the  larger companies don’t take the time to determine if an author has a culturally 

authentic voice, even if they are more committed to publishing books for the Hispanic 

market. She says, 

I think [the larger companies] are looking more for authentic voices. I 
think they also do a lot of the – publishing Spanish editions of some of 
their big sellers. Which is doubling their market there, but I think there is 
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another component of people trying to respect that cultural authenticity. I 
mean, I don’t know across the board if it’s their top priority, a lot of times 
they just want to get a name and a lot of times with the cultural 
authenticity . . . I mean, all of our authors and illustrators for our bilingual 
line – they’re first timers, people who are just getting started, and in the 
big industry a lot of people say name is everything these days, you have to 
have some name recognition there. We believe that it’s more the story and 
the project as a whole, not just somebody’s flashy name.

Thus, these smaller companies agree with people such as Sims (1987), Horning (1993), 

Caldwell-Wood (1992) and others who believe that more people of color need to be 

encouraged to write children’s stories from their own perspectives, rather than letting

people – typically white people – outside the culture write their stories for them.

Market Trends

Retha Davis of Kid’s Center thinks that the smaller companies can continue to 

publish their older titles because their stories can stand the test of time, whereas “fad” 

books written by celebrity authors often don’t make enough sales to justify a second or 

third printing. She says,

There’s an awful lot of publishers that are trying to market brand names, 
they are trying to market Katie Couric books, they are trying to market Jay 
Leno books and some of the other big names. People who know quality 
literature are not buying that material. And I think Kathy Naylor and Dr. 
[Kathy] Short and I don’t know how many others would agree with me. 
Most of those books are so poorly written. I just noticed in a catalogue I 
was just looking at, Billy Crystal had a book out about a year ago when he 
became a grandfather for the first time. Now he’s got a book about the one 
year old. Well, the first one didn’t sell! Why are we doing the second one? 
Katie Couric has a second book, Madonna has three or four – none of 
which sold well. They sell to a certain degree, but by no means will they 
be on anyone’s strong backlist, what we consider to be books that will 
continue to sell for years and years, as backlist.

One author agrees with Davis that the larger houses are not as interested in 

publishing their back listed books, and that is why she prefers to publish with a smaller 



168

company. She also believes that the larger companies are not publishing books for Latino 

children out of any sense of service or of giving back to the community. She says, 

Unlike Arte Press or Piñata Books, major publishing houses do not have a 
mission to keep [stories for Latino children] in print, period. Arte Público 
Press and Piñata does not remainder books [remaindering occurs when a 
book runs out of current copies and is not reprinted]. They have an 
intrinsic vision and desire to capture, preserve, and popularize Latino 
culture. Culture is not trendy, it is evolutionary and historical, for the most 
part. (Anonymous, personal communication, October 20, 2005)

Diane Gonzales Bertrand, another author who has published numerous books with 

Piñata Press, agrees: “I know that publishing with a smaller press like Piñata Books has 

one major advantage over a larger house. Piñata Books do not ‘remainder’ their books 

after publication. The warehouse continues to stock my books, so that Sweet Fifteen

[published in 1995] continues to sell copies and adds to the royalties from my new books 

like Upside Down and Backwards [2005]” (Bertrand, D., personal communication, 

September 2, 2005). While larger companies are more interested in “item velocity” or 

how quickly a book will sell, and less interested in having a backlist of quality books 

(Taxel & Ward, 2000), these smaller companies tend to keep many of their back titles in 

print.  

Publishing for a Smaller Market

Byrd thinks that one reason some of the larger companies are beginning to publish 

more books in Spanish is due to the fact that small presses have helped to encourage the 

national trend of publishing more books aimed at the Hispanic market. He says, 

The reason I brought up Groundwood [Press, a Canadian company that 
also publishes bilingual books] is that I think that Patsy’s [Aldana, the 
publisher at Groundwood] success as a publisher has probably opened a 
lot of eyes in New York, and not just her, there’s a whole bunch of other 
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people that are doing –Lee and Low [Press] is another one that has had a 
lot of success doing multicultural children’s books. I mean, even though 
we are all kind of small, Lee and Low and Groundwood are probably the 
two biggest ones I can think of . . . the combined successes of all these 
different presses – small presses that are doing multicultural books – I 
think has opened a lot of eyes in New York. That they are starting to think 
what they could do – with all their marketing muscle what they could 
produce.

In fact, some of the people I interviewed believed that smaller companies are, in 

some ways, superior to the larger companies because the smaller companies can take 

more chances with books that are attractive to a smaller market, since they don’t have to 

sell as many copies of their books as larger companies do in order to stay in business.

According to Byrd, 

Actually, that’s one of the nicer things about being a smaller company, in 
a sense, since we are smaller, and a book has to sell a lot fewer copies to 
be very successful. I mean for us, we don’t feel the pressure that a big 
company does to make a book suitable for all audiences. We just – it’s 
much easier for us to just stay with what we know, whereas a big company 
might take a book like [A Gift from] Papa Diego and make it suitable not 
just for people from a Mexican American background but for Venezuelan 
Americans, Puerto Rican Americans, you know, they might try to shape it 
where it might appeal to anyone. 

Howell concurs: “You know, independent houses have the reputation of being able to 

take more risks, of being able to jump on something a little more quickly than some of 

the bigger houses which I think is true to a certain degree.”

As an author, Pat Mora also believes that smaller companies can often take more 

risks, both with new authors and with controversial subjects, than big companies can. She 

says:

But I feel that sometimes small presses are willing to take bigger risks. 
That may be just across the board. Not that big ones don’t ever do it, but 
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small presses are probably more willing to take risks on an unpublished 
author, on a theme that might be viewed as a little controversial, or maybe 
just a theme that no one has written about before. Large presses need large 
sales. Also, small presses provide an opportunity for beginning writers to 
have perhaps a greater change of having their books published and 
beginning to build up a publication record.

 Wilson of the University of New Mexico Press calls the current national trend of 

encouraging someone who already has a recognizable name to publish a book “having a 

platform.” He says, 

I’ve just heard [that phrase] in the commercial trade and I’ve heard it 
repeated by authors who have approached commercial publishers and been 
told they need to have a platform. They need to have media recognition or 
they need to have strong personal contacts with the mass media that can 
help them get promoted, and so on and so forth. If you’re Oprah’s best 
friend then you’ll probably get published. 

If you aren’t, however, you might have a better chance being publishing for the first time 

by a smaller publishing house.

Community Relationships

Tristán of Piñata Books points out another advantage smaller companies have 

over larger companies when it comes to publishing bilingual children’s books: creating 

closer ties to the community who truly understand the culture. She says, 

That’s what I was going to say about the Spanish books that are out there 
– they are all translations of books like Clifford, and there is a place for 
that, I’m not denigrating Clifford at all, because, my kids liked Clifford, 
but it’s so important for Latino kids to see themselves and their culture 
reflected in the media, including books, and unfortunately often Latino 
kids see themselves portrayed in a really negative way, as gang members 
and thieves and it’s so important for them to see themselves and their 
culture portrayed in a loving, positive way and so when you translate 
Clifford yes, you are giving kids books in Spanish, but are you giving 
them culturally relevant material that speaks to the child? And so that’s 
what we are all about.
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Howell agrees that smaller companies can often generate a closer relationship 

with people from within the community: “I think a lot of people in multicultural literature 

they see – they know the smaller presses, and they trust them to know what they do, and I 

think there is a lot of loyalty there.”  Of course, there is a downside to being a smaller 

company, and that is that often there aren’t the kinds of economic resources that larger 

companies have. Howell goes on to say, 

But [loyalty] only goes so far when you have the big houses pumping all 
this marketing money into projects. The other thing too is I think there is 
more competition – um, I just found an illustrator, and like I said it takes –
I can’t even tell you – hundreds upon hundreds of hours to find illustrators 
for these books – I just came across an artist and I thought oh, gosh, he’s 
great. And he’d never done any children’s books from  the research that I 
had done. So I contacted him and I said you know this is what we do, we 
love your work, we’d love to see more samples and hopefully we’ll have a 
chance to work with you. And so he emails me back, and he says, oh, I’m 
so glad to hear from you, I’m just illustrating my first children’s book now 
with Random House!

Several of the authors I spoke with appreciated smaller presses because of the 

close working relationship they experienced when they published with them. Monica 

Brown, who published My Name is Celia and My Name is Gabriela with Luna Rising, 

recognized this attitude towards her as a new children’s book author. She says of her 

experience working with Luna Rising:

Oh, it’s great, [the illustrator and I are] really being spoiled, in fact, 
because Theresa has given me and Rafael [Laínez] a lot of opportunity to 
influence the process and have a say in artistic decisions. My 
understanding – I haven’t published with a big press yet -- is that that’s not 
the case, but even with my scholarly book, I wanted a different cover, and 
it was a big debate, and University of Minnesota [Press, the publisher] was 
very – you know, they had integrity about explaining their decisions, but 
ultimately they won, you know, and I didn’t have a decision. With Theresa 
I said, “Please, I don’t want this”, if there were little tiny things then I was 
like, “I like this fine just how it is”, and she disagreed, she really respected 
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me. Of course, we hardly ever disagreed, we have a shared vision, and I 
think it’s kind of rare.

Diane Gonzales Bertrand, who has published numerous books with Piñata Books, 

also recognizes the importance of having a close relationship with the staff at a smaller 

publishing house. She says, “The best thing about Piñata Books is the staff. I have met 

each staff member from the warehouse personnel to the publisher, Nicolás Kanellos. 

They are all dedicated professionals. They listen to my concerns about sketches for my 

books, they treat me like royalty when we work together, and they have tremendous 

humor, diplomacy, and enthusiasm. In a bigger house, would I get so much attention? I 

don’t think so.”

One of the national trends that seems to be working in Salina Bookshelf’s favor is 

that more and more Native American tribes are looking for ways to increase their 

members’ literacy in their native languages, so there is more of a need in schools for 

books that are written in native languages. Lockard says that other tribes are already 

approaching him and his brother about publishing bilingual books for their children in 

their own language as well.  

Conclusion

Far from feeling that the larger conglomerates are edging them out of the 

publishing business, these small, independent publishing companies see their relationship 

with the national companies as being one of symbiosis: the smaller companies can take 

more risks in finding and developing a niche market that the larger companies may jump 

on if they appear to be lucrative, which in turn helps to sell more multicultural books for 

children in general. The people from the smaller companies used words like “trend-
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setters,” “cutting edge,” and “risk-takers” in describing the role that independent 

publishers play in publishing multicultural books. Since smaller companies have less to 

lose in publishing books that appeal to a smaller audience, they can take the risk of 

publishing more multicultural and bilingual books, since they don’t need to sell as many 

copies of a book as a larger company has to in order to see a profit.

Even though these small companies recognize the existence of the national trend 

of “branding” children’s books that Engelhardt (1991), Taxel and Ward (2000), and Hade 

and Edmondson (2003) have written about, they are not concerned that they cannot 

compete on the same level, since books by famous authors are generally not considered 

to be very well-written books and often are not reprinted in any great numbers (Austin, 

2003). Small companies also feel that the larger companies will sometimes sacrifice the 

cultural authenticity of an author or illustrator for a good story, without paying as much 

attention to whether the story is culturally valid, while scholars of multicultural education 

such as Sims (1987), Caldwell-Wood (1992) and others believe there is a need for more 

people of color producing multicultural children’s books. Small companies pride 

themselves on the fact that they often have a close relationship with people in the local 

communities and surrounding regions, which gives them the ability to ensure that their 

books represent the culture and community realistically. This in turn creates a perception 

among authors and illustrators that the independent publisher provides more of a 

“personal touch” to its authors and illustrators, and that these companies will give more 

latitude towards the contributions of the author and illustrator during the publishing 

process. 
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One of the reasons that smaller companies can be risk takers is the fact that, as 

Barbato (1997) points out, they do not need to sell nearly as many copies of a book for it 

to be a successful money-maker.  Due to this fact, small, independent publishers play a 

vital role in the children’s book publishing world by ensuring that quality, culturally 

authentic multicultural and bilingual children’s books continue to appear in the market. 

The small companies ensure that children’s books are not just about selling a commodity, 

but that they are good literature. Smaller companies generally risk publishing the original, 

out-of-the-box thinkers in children’s literature, authors such as Dr. Seuss and J. K. 

Rowling (Silvey, 2004). Since larger companies are often unwilling to be risk-takers, 

they do not present much of a competition to the smaller companies. Small, independent 

presses are publishing some of the best literature, while the larger companies continue to 

publish books that sell the most copies (Hade and Edmondson, 2003).

The Future for Small Publishing Companies

The research in this dissertation indicates that small publishing companies face 

many challenges in publishing multicultural children’s books, among them finding 

culturally authentic authors and illustrators, looking for ways to sell their books to their 

current audience as well as to expand their audiences, and determining how to translate 

bilingual children’s books. However, despite these challenges, these companies continue 

to be committed to contributing more and more quality multicultural children’s books to 

the field of children’s literature. Most of them even plan to expand their lists of these 

books.  Says Byrd of Cinco Puntos:

[W]e had our first really good year since 2001, this last year, and a lot of 
that was because we had published three wonderful books – Sélavi has 
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done real well, and this book Sammy and Juliana go to Hollywood by 
Benjamin Saenz, it’s a young adult novel that did real well, and then 
Walking the Choctaw Road, . . which was actually published in 2003 but it 
got a lot of recognition this last year. So you know this whole combination 
of things made it a good year for Cinco Puntos. Because it seems like you 
get a little bit of recognition it’s easier when you put out a new book to get 
a little bit more recognition, so I think Cinco Puntos is doing real good. 

As these small presses continue to publish quality multicultural children’s books, they 

will continue to gain recognition as a press that is committed to publishing culturally 

authentic books that are also great stories. 

Marina Tristán expects Piñata Books to continue to grow not only because of the 

increasing number of Hispanic families in the U.S. who want books for their children, but 

also because there are more literacy programs that need quality books for children. 

There are a lot of literacy organizations, for instance Reading is 
Fundamental is a program of – funding by the federal government, so 
there are lots of RIF  programs around the country. There are lots of 
organizations that give books to kids, to low income kids, and so we 
haven’t tapped into that as much as we would like, but we’ve tried. We’ve 
done some of our books in a paperback format exclusively for those 
programs that give books to kids. There’s several organizations –
Prescriptions for Reading, where kids, low income children go to the 
clinic, the doctor writes a prescription for a book, the kid gets to walk 
away from the doctor’s office with a book in hand.  So, there’s . . . 
foundations that want to develop literacy in children, and so the way they 
do it is they give books to children, and so obviously we want to work 
with those organizations and they’re super interested in working with us, 
because a significant portion of the low-income community is Hispanic. 
So our books really fit. 

Piñata Books has also recognized a need for more young adult literature that is 

attractive to the Hispanic market, so the company has plans to translate some of its more 

popular young adult titles, like Trino’s Choice by Diane Gonzalez Bertrand and several 
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books by noted author Victor Villaseñor that were originally published in English 

beginning in 1994.

Howell sees Luna Rising as continuing to publish original works, but also to 

branching out into reprinting books in Spanish that were originally printed in English. 

She says, 

I also want to expand the Latino biography series, and continue fostering 
relationships with the authors that we do have. Getting more from them, 
and then aggressively going after authors – I mean, that sounds, 
aggressively going after authors, but I mean advertising, “Look, this is 
what we’re doing, we have our doors wide open, please submit your 
work,” or “We’re interested in contemporary cutting edge multicultural 
literature that other publishing houses might not publish” . . . . I think 
[Luna Rising’s future] is just getting started, and I think it’s going to find 
more and more success. And the more books we publish under Luna 
Rising the more notice I think that they will get. When you just come out 
with one type of book every couple of years people don’t notice, but when 
you’re actively publishing more and more people really notice this, and I 
think it’s a market that is definitely growing. 

Since Children’s Book Press has been in the business of publishing multicultural 

children’s books for 30 years, it obviously believes it will continue to have a strong future 

in publishing multicultural children’s books. Says Tobar, 

Having the Latino population grow at the rate it is growing, it’s hard not to 
pay attention to all the news about that, and not to seize the opportunity 
for selling to that market. But we’ve been doing it for 30 years, we’re not 
going to let go of doing it. We don’t have the amount of sales that the big 
houses do, but we know there is a market out there, and it is going to 
continue to grow. Not at the huge levels that other markets grow, but it is 
part of out mission, you know what I mean?  It’s not about filling 
anybody’s pocketbooks.
Like the other small publishing houses, Salina Bookshelf sees itself continuing to 

expand and grow as a company. Says Eric Lockard: 

I want to see the company bigger, and I want to see – I think when we 
went to Book Expo this year in June – we went to the American Library 
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Association last year, and we saw the potential, but at Book Expo people 
from all over the world were coming up and looking at our stuff, and it 
was just fascinating, and I’d like to see – with some more organization and 
talented people I’d like to see how big we can get. We have nine people 
now and I’d like to jump to 75 in three to five years. And just the sky’s the 
limit, really. 

The company also has plans to work more closely with the American Indian Library 

Association and has already been approached by other tribes about publishing bilingual 

books in their language as well.

Perhaps the reason that these companies have such positive plans for their future 

is best summed up by John Byrd of Cinco Puntos, “I think our philosophy is that you 

publish good books more than anything.”  And, in the end, good books sell.

Conclusion

 As Silvey (2004), Hade and Edmondson (2003), Horning (1993), and others have 

suggested, smaller presses, unlike many of the national companies, are the presses that 

contribute quality literature, particularly multicultural children’s books, to the field of 

children’s literature. Smaller presses also help to reverse the trend that Byler (1992), 

Sims (1997), McCann (1997), and Horning et. al. (2004) discuss, the trend of white 

people writing stories for and about children of color. These companies ensure that 

authors and illustrators from Native American, Hispanic, African-American, and Asian-

American backgrounds are encouraged to publish their own stories. The good news is 

that all of these companies see a bright future for themselves in continuing to contribute 

quality literature to the field, which serves to counteract the current national trend of 

publishing books that will sell a lot of copies due to a name author or to a branded 

character.
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The growth in literacy programs around the country is a market that small 

companies are looking forward to tapping into, especially programs that focus on the 

needs of children and families whose first language is not English. Several of the 

companies are planning to expand into republishing books that were originally written in 

English into Spanish versions. Salina Bookshelf is looking forward to working with more 

and more tribes as Native American communities look for ways to preserve their 

languages and to provide quality reading materials for their children. Thus, while their 

current contributions to the field of children’s literature has been positive, it is important 

that these presses continue to contribute quality books for children.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This dissertation studied the role that small, independent book publishers play in 

the field of children’s literature and the challenges that these companies face in 

publishing children’s books. Since large publishing companies have been bought up by 

conglomerate companies and are currently looking to sell as many children’s books as 

possible, often by having celebrity authors write books or by turning book characters into 

a brand name that can in turn sell other commodities, they have not been as concerned 

with producing quality books that feature children or themes from ethnic minority 

groups. The number of multicultural children’s books published each year has 

traditionally been low (Larrick, 1965; Sims, 1987; Horning, Lingren, Rudiger, & 

Schliesman, 2004), but with the current national trend of increasing minority populations 

in the United States it is even more critical that companies publish multicultural 

children’s books, particularly books that portray minority ethnic cultures in the U.S. 

realistically and authentically. Small publishing companies have stepped in to fill this 

void, and have embraced as their mission a commitment to producing multicultural 

children’s literature that not only speaks to children of color but that also is quality 

literature that all children can enjoy.

I utilized a qualitative research approach by conducting interviews with the 

publishers, editors, and marketing directors of six small, independent book presses 

located in the greater Southwest: Cinco Puntos Press, Piñata Books, Children’s Book 
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Press, Rising Moon/Luna Rising, Salina Bookshelf, and the University of New Mexico 

Press. These interviews were designed to examine two research questions: 

• What do small publishing companies see as their role in the field of multicultural 

children’s literature? 

• What have been the issues and challenges faced by these small presses in 

publishing and selling multicultural children’s books?  

The publishing companies interviewed for this dissertation were selected because 

they were in close proximity to Tucson, Arizona, so that interviews could be conducted in 

person whenever possible, and because they had a mission to publish multicultural (and 

often) bilingual children’s books. Ten people from publishing companies were 

interviewed. Additionally, four children’s book authors and one owner of an independent 

children’s bookstore were included to examine how the presses worked with authors and 

whether or not the general public was buying books from these presses. The interviews 

were conducted by phone and in person, and were based on a specific set of questions 

that allowed room for additional questions.

Once completed, the interviews were transcribed and analyzed for themes. Six 

general themes emerged that related to the role that small presses believe they play in the  

field of children’s literature, particularly multicultural children’s literature: an 

examination of the history and mission of each press to determine why it has chosen to 

publish multicultural – and often bilingual – children’s books; an understanding of who 

buys multicultural children’s books, and how a company publicizes and sells its books to 

those buyers; a discussion of how small presses find authors and illustrators for 
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multicultural children’s books, and how they determine if these authors and illustrators 

are qualified to write realistically and authentically about a specific culture; a discussion 

of why these companies have chosen to publish some or all of their books in a bilingual 

format, and how they approach that process, both in determining the language used in 

translation as well as finding a translator; an understanding of how these smaller 

companies view their relationship to the larger companies; and what these companies 

envision as their future in publishing and selling multicultural children’s books.

The data that were gathered through the interviews indicate that these smaller 

presses play a vital role in publishing and selling quality multicultural children’s books. 

Their commitment to contributing to the field of quality multicultural children’s books is 

evident by the fact that all of these companies have embraced missions of providing 

quality literature for children from Hispanic, African American, Native American, or 

Asian-American backgrounds. Often, a company’s stated mission to provide more quality 

multicultural children’s books was a direct result of the company’s recognition of the 

need for more such books, either because the company was directly approached by 

librarians, teachers, and other educators who begged for more books for all of the 

children in their schools, or because the company realized that national publishing 

companies were not interested in publishing books that would appeal to a small market 

segment.   

More than just wanting to fill a need by providing more books, however, these 

companies want to ensure that they books they publish represented quality literature.  The 

companies spend a lot of time and energy seeking out authors and illustrators who can 
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not only write and illustrate exciting books, but who also demonstrate cultural 

authenticity by either being a member of the ethnic group portrayed in the book, or by 

having very close ties with the group. The companies are also very concerned with issues 

of translation by making sure that a bilingual book is not only a good book in both 

languages, but that both versions remain true to the original story, whether that story was 

written first in English or in another language. The companies employ a variety of sellers 

and marketing techniques to reach their audiences, and are committed to growing their 

audiences through attending conferences and book fairs and by educating both their 

buyers and their sellers about why multicultural books are valuable learning tools for 

children. The quality of these books published by independent presses can be recognized 

by the fact that many of them have won both regional and national awards, from being 

listed on the Texas Bluebonnet Award’s master listed to winning awards such as the 

Coretta Scott King Award, the Américas Award, and the Pura Belpré Award. Finally, 

each of these companies envision a strong future for themselves as continuing to publish 

multicultural children’s literature that is recognized for the quality of its story, 

illustration, and translations, as well as its appeal to all children. 

Thus, the large, conglomerate, national book publishing companies have been 

focusing on publishing children’s books with some type of “brand”, that is, books that are 

written by an instantly recognizable “name” author such as a television, movie, music, or 

even sports celebrity or books that in turn create marketing opportunities through movies, 

clothing, school supplies, and a whole host of commodities (Taxel & Ward, 2000; Hade, 

2002). Smaller, independent book publishers, however, are more concerned with 
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publishing quality children’s books that meet the needs of local, regional, state, and even 

national communities. Since smaller publishing companies are not bound by the kind of 

huge profits that national companies must make order to survive (Barbato, 1997), the 

smaller companies can afford to publish books that appeal to a smaller market, and can 

thus publish books that appeal to children and parents of specific cultural groups rather 

than books that must appeal to as many children and their parents as possible. Smaller 

companies can also spend more time working on a single book, since they typically 

publish fewer than ten children’s books a year, and can therefore pay more attention to 

the quality of the story, the illustrations, and the translation, as well as of the cultural 

authenticity of the author, the illustrator, and the translator. These small companies are 

some of the ones that Taxel and Ward (2000) were referring to when they said that there 

is hope for children’s books since there are companies that continue to publish books of 

“breathtaking quality” and “wonderfully varying styles, genres, and formats” (p. 57). 

And, as Hade and Edmondson (2003) concluded, “It may be the smaller, independent 

publishers who become the primary outlet for the best writing while the large 

corporations produce the books that will sell the most copies” (p. 140). The small 

companies included in this research would certainly prove Hade and Edmondson right.

This chapter reviews the contributions that small, independent publishing 

companies have made in the field of children’s literature and the challenges they have 

faced in publishing children’s books. It then focuses on the implications this study has for 

multicultural children’s books; for small, independent publishing companies; for authors 

and illustrators of multicultural children’s books; and for teachers, librarians, and other 
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educators who want quality books for the children they serve. Finally, implications for 

future research in the area of children’s book publishing and multicultural children’s 

books are discusses.

Contributions and Challenges

What, then, are the contributions that small publishing companies have made to 

the field of children’s books? What challenges have they faced in publishing children’s 

books? Undoubtedly the most important contribution the companies interviewed for this 

dissertation have made is the fact that they have embraced a commitment to publishing 

books that realistically reflect the diverse cultures of American children. While national 

companies continue to publish books for the majority culture, these small companies see 

it as their responsibility to provide books that reflect the lives and experiences of children 

from Native American, Hispanic, African American, and Asian-American backgrounds. 

Thus, they are helping to increase the number of published multicultural books for 

children, books that writers as long ago as Larrick (1965) and as recently as Silvey (2004) 

have recognized as being missing from the field of children’s literature.  Smaller presses 

have recognized the need for more multicultural and even bilingual  books for children, 

and have taken on the challenge of publishing more original books for children, 

compared to national companies that often simply go back through their backlists and 

look for what they consider to be multicultural books (Ford, 1994). However, many of 

these books, points out Caldwell-Wood (1992), were not written by people from within 

the minority culture or even by people who could realistically portray the culture, and 

therefore were not adding to the overall quality of multicultural children’s books. 
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However, while there is a need for more books to be published that reflect the 

diversity of children in the United States, Sims (1987) and others have also cautioned 

against increasing the number of books written about multicultural themes and characters 

by white authors. Again, these small publishing companies have contributed positively to 

the number of authors and illustrators who come from the minority ethnic backgrounds 

that are portrayed in these books. As Horning (1991) and Caldwell-Wood (1992) have 

pointed out, it is often the smaller publishing companies who take the time to seek out 

authors and illustrators from minority ethnic groups and who encourage them to tell their 

own stories, rather than allowing white people to tell them for them. As Ford (1994) 

mentions, these companies are closer to their surrounding communities and are therefore 

in a better position to hire culturally authentic authors and illustrators. Since the smaller 

companies publish a small number of books within a year, they have the unique 

opportunity to work with authors and illustrators who have great potential but who have 

not yet demonstrated it by being published before.  All of the company representatives 

interviewed for this paper shared stories about discovering wonderful authors and even 

illustrators from among people who had never published a children’s book.

The small companies have also been in a better position than the national 

companies to respond directly to the needs of educators. By seeing small presses 

represented at book fairs and educator conferences, teachers and librarians have been able 

to have direct impact on the availability of books published for the children in their 

classrooms. While the national companies are now more interested in selling books 

directly to kids and their parents and less to the educational market (Hade, 2002), the 
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smaller companies are not just willing but determined to continue marketing to teachers 

and librarians.

Small companies have faced several challenges in selling their books. They must 

understand their buyers, or the audience, often when they aren’t even sure who that 

audience might be; they must find sellers who can successfully reach these audiences and 

who understand the value of buying multicultural children’s books; and they must 

understand the efficacy of a variety of marketing methods that help to publicize their 

books to the target audience as well as to broaden the audience for their books (Barbato, 

1997). The companies included in this dissertation recognize that their largest audience 

are teachers and librarians, and they sell directly to this audience through wholesalers, 

book expos and fairs, and catalogues, and indirectly by marketing their books in 

catalogues, reviews, and winning awards. While they also know there are individuals 

who buy their books, whether they are parents, grandparents, or children themselves, who 

are reached through the marketing strategies of bookstores, web sites, catalogues, and 

word-of-mouth, this market is more difficult to pinpoint and therefore more difficult 

understand. In order to continue to sell their books and thus stay in business, it is critical 

that small publishing companies understand their buyers, sellers, and marketing 

techniques.  Figure 5.1 illustrates this interplay between buyer, seller, and publicity. 

Small presses play another important role in the field of children’s literature; they 

seek to educate sellers and buyers about the importance of children’s books that truly 

reflect the diverse cultures of the United States.  Nodelman (1996), Sims Bishop (1997) 

and  Muse (1997) discuss the importance of multicultural literature not only as a way for 
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children of minority ethnic groups to see themselves reflected in literature, but also as a 

way of helping white children recognize the diversity of our society. As part of their 

marketing strategies, small presses provide workshops to wholesalers, bookstore owners, 

teachers and educators about why multicultural children’s books are crucial in classrooms 

and the public at large, and they provide valuable information on how these books can be 

used in the classrooms.

Small presses have contributed more and more bilingual books to the market, 

books which help to promote bilingual literacy at a time when the Hispanic population in 

the U.S. is growing. As de Cortes (in Morales, 2003) points out, if it weren’t for bilingual 

books many classrooms would not have books in Spanish at all. And, Salina Bookshelf 

has certainly played a critical role in providing bilingual books for Navajo children that 

more accurately reflect their lives and language, something that has been missing up until

now.

Small presses play a key role in the field of children’s books publishing by taking 

risks in publishing new authors and in taking on controversial themes that national 

companies tend to shy away from. Without risk-takers, the world of children’s books 

would become simply a world of commodities that Engelhardt (1991) warned against. By 

being on the cutting edge of new authors and illustrators and by tackling tough themes, 

the small companies provide the larger companies with a barometer of what will sell. 

Finally, smaller companies remain committed to continuing to publish multicultural 

children’s books that honestly and faithfully provide a mirror for children of color and a 

window for children of the majority culture (Sims, 1997). 
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Implications

This next section examines the implications that the findings of this dissertation 

have for multicultural children’s books, small publishing companies, teachers and 

librarians, and authors and illustrators of multicultural children’s books, as well as the 

implications this dissertation suggests for future research. 

Implications for Multicultural Children’s Books

Prior to conducting this research, it was easy to imagine that smaller, independent 

book publishing companies were disappearing like so many other smaller, independent 

companies, such as bookstores and corner markets. However, this research shows just the 

opposite: small, independent presses play a vital role in the production of quality 

children’s literature for our society, a fact that was recognized by the Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center (CCBC), which collects children’s books written by authors of 

color (Horning, 1993). Horning recognized that these small companies can publish higher 

quality books because they are committed to giving a voice to authors who were treated 

as second-class citizens in the publishing world for so many years. These companies are 

also committed to publishing quality books; it could be argued that the multicultural and 

bilingual books published by the companies interviewed for this  dissertation are far 

superior to many similar books being published at the national level, at least at the 

present time. Small presses are winning major awards and are being recognized in journal 

reviews for the multicultural children’s books they publish. While they do face some 

challenges, these companies can and should continue to provide quality children’s books 

that focus on children and issues from minority cultural groups in the U.S.
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While small presses contribute positively to the quantity and quality of 

multicultural children’s books, there is a potential drawback to their success.  National 

publishing companies have traditionally marginalized or ignored authors and illustrators 

from minority ethnic backgrounds (Taxel, 2003), and with smaller companies rushing in 

to publish people of color the large companies may continue to deny any responsibility to 

do the same. And, since smaller companies are meeting the needs of teachers and 

librarians, it may be that the large companies receive little or no public pressure to 

publish multicultural children’s books.  However, while it is true that many small presses 

recognize the benefit of multicultural children’s books, and that larger companies focus 

on publishing books with mass-market appeal, larger companies don’t completely ignore 

the works of people from minority ethnic backgrounds. Indeed, outstanding authors such 

as Walter Dean Myers, Jerry and Brian Pinkney, Gary Soto, Sheila Hamanaka, Pat Mora, 

Pamela Muñoz Ryan, Laurence Yep, Louise Erdrich, and Ed Young continue to publish 

quality books with national companies. In the past several years, books by Linda Sue 

Park, Cynthia Kadohata, Christopher Paul Curtis, and Jacqueline Woodson, were 

published by national companies and were recognized for their quality by winning the 

Newbery Award or Honor recognition. National companies continue to publish quality 

multicultural books, but perhaps independent presses ensure that these books are 

considered a vital addition to children’s literature and not just another marketing fad. 

National trends don’t show any significant increase in the number of multicultural 

children’s books published each year, but small presses have been contributing positively 

to the publication of quality multicultural children’s books, to the point that national 
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companies are beginning to recognize the marketability of these books and to publish 

them themselves. While there continues to be a need for more multicultural children’s 

books, certainly the field is now all the richer with such books as Luna Rising’s My Name 

is Celia, UNM Press’s The Santero's Miracle, Salina Bookshelf’s Zíiniyah, Cinco 

Puntos’s Sélavi, Piñata Book’s The Desert is My Mother, and Children’s Book Press’s 

My Diary from Here to There. The field of multicultural children’s books would 

definitely be all the poorer without the contributions made by these presses.

Small publishers lament the fact that the authors and illustrators they discover 

often go on to sign with larger publishing houses, but they nonetheless provide a service 

to the field of quality children’s books by broadening the talent pool. In fact, Tobar of 

Children’s Book Press even sees that as one of the goals for her company: to help more 

Hispanic, Native American, Asian-American, and African-American authors and 

illustrators become noticed by the large, national publishing companies. As she says, “I 

think there’s enough stories, enough artists, enough authors, enough purchasers of our 

books not to compete, you know? There’s not enough out there yet. Even after 30 years 

of being in existence, there’s still not enough out there.” Smaller publishing companies 

help to ensure that the stories of people from minority cultures find their way into the 

mainstream and become recognized, appreciated, and enjoyed at a national level. In this 

way, they are helping to increase the number of people writing about their own culture, 

producing books that Sims (1997) refers to as “culturally conscious” books,  books that 

are written from people within ethnic minority communities that reflect their families, 

their experiences, and their lives. In addition to ensuring that multicultural books are 



191

more culturally authentic, by increasing the number of people of color publishing 

children’s books, the independent presses make it more difficult for national publishers to 

justify publishing white authors writing about culture.

Implications for Small Publishing Companies

In order to continue to publish quality multicultural children’s books, smaller 

companies need to continue to be mindful of the cultural authenticity of their authors and 

illustrators, particularly since there is a need for people of color to contribute books for 

children (Sims, 1997; Caldwell-Wood, 1992) and since large companies have 

demonstrated a tendency to marginalize authors of color (Taxel, 2003). While it might 

seem an easier route to simply find any author who can write a positive story about 

Hispanic children, small presses make the extra effort to publish authors and illustrators 

who can write from experience rather than from imagination, meeting what Cai (2003) 

refers to as the “authenticity of values” and not just an attention to detail when writing 

about culture. Books written from an authentic stance are going to “feel right” to the 

children, parents, and educators who are members of the group portrayed in the book, and 

will present culture in a way that promotes understanding. Indeed, as more and more 

awards become established for books written by people from specific cultures, such as 

the Pura Belpré award and the Coretta Scott King award, these smaller companies may 

find that they can successfully compete with national publishers in selling multicultural 

children’s books. They may also find they are competing for more national awards 

simply because their books are compelling both as stories that stand on their merit and as 

stories that represent culture accurately and authentically. 
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While recognition through national awards can generate publicity for a small 

company, they continue to struggle to get their books noticed on a national scale. Smaller 

companies must continue to look for ways to expand their audiences. Attending book 

fairs and conferences, working with wholesalers to educate them about how to sell 

multicultural books, and sending out review copies of books for reviews in well-known 

journals are all ways that the smaller companies can continue to gain recognition for their 

books. 

A danger that smaller companies might face is that their success may encourage 

them to publish more and more books each year, which in turn might begin to reduce the 

quality of their books. One editor I spoke with was concerned that the publisher of her 

company was more interested in books that would sell, and that often the editor had to 

continue to argue for quality over quantity. However, smaller companies are often able to 

hire editors, publishers, copy readers, and marketing personnel from the cultural groups 

they represent. Salina Bookshelf has four people on its staff, three of which are Navajo, 

and they are looking to hire more Navajo staff in the future. The staff at Piñata Books are 

all Hispanic, and the University of New Mexico Press has a rich faculty to draw on. As 

author Pat Mora points out, when there are more Latino publishers, editors, and other 

staff in publishing companies as well as more Latino teachers, librarians, and educators, 

the Latino population will have a more significant voice not just in what is published but 

in education in general. Small companies allow people from the minority culture groups 

to gain experience in book publishing and to then move into the national companies. 
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The good news is that independent presses see a bright future ahead for 

themselves, and are excited about the possibilities before them to champion new authors 

and illustrators and to continue to publish quality multicultural and bilingual children’s 

books. No one interviewed for this dissertation believed that there was not a future for 

their company or for multicultural children’s books in general. 

Implications for Authors and Illustrators

The work done by these smaller companies in promoting multicultural and 

bilingual children’s books has enormous implications for Hispanic, Native American, 

African-American, and Asian-American authors and illustrators of children’s books. 

While it is difficult for any new author or illustrator to become recognized by a national 

book publishing company, it is even more difficult for authors and illustrators from a 

minority culture group who have traditionally been marginalized by national publishers 

(Taxel, 2003). Even well-known Latino author Rudolfo Anaya became frustrated when 

he tried to get a national publisher interested in his children’s picture book entitled The 

Santero’s Miracle. Independent presses provide an invaluable service to authors and 

illustrators from minority groups, whether those groups are ethnic, religious, lifestyle-

based, or regional, by encouraging them to submit their stories for publication and then 

working with them to improve or polish their stories. As several of the people 

interviewed for this dissertation mentioned, often a new author or illustrator will go on to 

contribute dozens of children’s books to the company, so that by getting one foot in the 

door of a regional company, an author or illustrator may be assured of having his or her 

work published again and again. 
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Several of the authors interviewed for this dissertation pointed out that they felt 

more comfortable working with the staff of smaller companies, either because they felt 

that the smaller company recognized their cultural background and experiences or 

because the company simply worked more closely with them, making them feel as if they 

were part of a larger process.  Several mentioned that, unlike the national publishers, 

independent presses allowed them input into the final product. Often, an author who 

publishes a book through a national company rarely even meets the illustrator of his or 

her book, much less has any say over the illustrations themselves. However, authors and 

illustrators with smaller companies have more of an opportunity to be involved in the 

entire process. While Howell of Luna Rising acts as the intermediary, she encourages 

communication between an author and illustrator, such as with Playing Lotería, where 

the illustrator was not Hispanic, but rather a white woman. Similarly, Salina Bookshelf 

encouraged communication and input from author Evangeline Parsons Yazzie and 

illustrator Irving Toddy during the process of publishing Little Woman Warrior Who 

Came Home. Certainly, multicultural children’s literature not only lends itself better to 

collaboration between the author, editor, and illustrator, the need for cultural authenticity 

almost demands it, since both the story and the illustrations must reflect the culture 

accurately and realistically.

A major implication for authors and illustrators of the commitment these smaller 

presses demonstrate to publishing quality multicultural and bilingual children’s books is 

the fact that the publishing companies are broadening the market for more multicultural 

voices to be heard. Authors and illustrators who might have been marginalized by 
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national companies are now able to publish through smaller companies with smaller 

markets. While the large companies look for name authors or for characters that can be 

turned into a marketing commodity, smaller companies look for talent. While larger 

companies may have marginalized voices from ethnic groups outside of mainstream 

America, smaller presses recognize the importance and richness of these voices as well as 

the waiting audience that is hungry for books that reflect the experiences, stories, and 

histories of Hispanics, Native Americans, African Americans, and Asian-Americans in 

America.

Having more people of color publishing children’s books may also affect the 

ability of white authors to continue to justify their capability to write about other cultures. 

While white authors have claimed that, through careful research, they are entitled to write 

about culture (Lasky, 2003; Moreillon, 2003), their books may reflect an accuracy of 

detail about a culture but not an authenticity of the values imbedded in that culture. Cai 

(2003) suggests that culturally authentic literature must above all else demonstrate this 

authenticity of values, or the lived experiences of a group of people. As more people of 

color become published, multicultural books by white authors that contain accuracy of 

detail but that lack authenticity of values may be less marketable than books written by 

people from within a culture, which would make publishers less likely to publish 

multicultural books by white authors.
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Implications for Educators

Educators have played a major role in encouraging independent book publishers 

to publish more books that would appeal to children from various ethnic groups. All of 

the people interviewed for this research who worked for a publishing company 

commented on the fact that teachers, librarians, and other educators had approached them 

about the need for books that reflected all children’s experiences, not just those of 

children in the dominant culture. While individuals also buy these books, whether in a 

bookstore or from a catalogue or website, the majority of the books sold by these 

companies are bought by schools and libraries. Indeed, the school market is really the 

bread-and-butter for the independent book presses who publish multicultural and 

bilingual books for children.

However, while certainly many educators and parents in the Southwest recognize 

a need for culturally relevant books in homes and schools, the rest of the country is just 

beginning to recognize this need. Some of the publishers mentioned the trouble they 

experience in selling their books in parts of the country who don’t experience – and may 

not even recognize – the  changing nature of our society.  Educators can play a major role 

in helping to support the need for multicultural children’s literature by recognizing that 

all children benefit from learning about other cultures, especially as our society becomes 

more and more part of a global society (Nodelman, 1996). Teachers and librarians in less 

diverse parts of the country have a wonderful resource in these small presses. The 

booklists of these companies are so small when compared to the national companies that 

it is easier for a teacher to read through their catalogues or access their web pages and 
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find quality multicultural children’s literature. These websites and catalogues usually 

have a list of the books published by the company that have won regional and national 

awards, making it even more straightforward for a teacher or librarian to select a quality 

multicultural children’s book.  

Another resource that the independent presses offer to educators is the fact that 

often editors at the smaller companies are not simply willing but even eager to listen to 

their needs and concerns. It would be extremely difficult for a librarian or teacher to get 

the attention of a national company, as we saw with Yolanda Bonitch of the New York 

Public Library, who wishes that major publishers would talk with her and others in the 

Latino community before publishing books aimed at that market (Velasquez, 2004). 

Smaller companies understand the need to listen to educators and members of the 

community to continue to produce marketable books, and even make a point of seeking 

out librarians and teachers at book fairs and conferences by providing workshops on 

recognizing quality multicultural children’s literature.

Finally, librarians and teachers are affected by small, independent presses because 

these presses are providing more and more children’s books and other educational 

materials that meet the needs of their increasingly diverse students. It is often difficult for 

teachers and librarians to find time to determine if a children’s book is simply a good 

read, much less if it is culturally authentic, realistic, and accurate. Smaller companies are 

building their reputations on the quality of the books they publish, and this in turn allows 

educators the freedom to select books from these companies with the knowledge that 

their kids will enjoy them and that the books will authentically portray culture. 
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Implications for Future Research

The research conducted for this dissertation demonstrates that small, independent 

book publishing companies are not merely contributing more books to the field of 

multicultural children’s literature, a field that has been all but ignored by the national 

publishing companies, they are producing quality multicultural books for children. The 

smaller companies pay more attention to the needs of their local communities and are in a 

better position than larger companies to ensure that the authors and illustrators for their 

children’s books have strong ties to the cultures they write about. In fact, many of the 

books published by these small companies have won both local and national awards, 

awards that are given specifically for multicultural books, such as the Coretta Scott King 

Award, the Américas Award, and the Pura Belpré Award. In fact, it could be argued that 

smaller presses have been so successful in producing quality multicultural – including 

bilingual – children’s books that many large companies are now beginning to recognize 

the market potential of these books and are creating imprints such as Rayo or Scholastic 

en Español to publish books specifically for the multicultural market.

However, there is much more to be learned about the nature of multicultural 

children’s book publishing and the response that multicultural children’s books receive 

from children as well as from parents and educators. As we have seen, these smaller 

companies often began publishing multicultural and bilingual children’s books because 

teachers and librarians asked for them; these teachers and librarians recognized the need 

for the children of color in their schools to be represented in the books they read. Sims 

(1997) spoke of books being mirrors and windows, that is, mirrors that reflect a child’s 
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own experiences, or windows that allow children to learn about others’ experiences. 

While educators today understand the role that books play as mirrors, few seem to 

embrace the concept of books as windows (Nodelman, 1996). There are many educators 

who either come from schools without much cultural diversity, or who do not recognize 

the value of having books available for some of the minority children in their schools. 

More research needs to be done on the benefits that multicultural children’s books 

provide for all children so that more educators can understand the importance of sharing 

books about children from multiple backgrounds, whether those backgrounds are of 

different races, cultures, religions, or lifestyles,  with all of their children.

One way to better understand the value of multicultural books for children would 

be to study not only the value these books have for increasing the sense of self-worth for 

children of color, but also the value that these books have in educating children from the 

majority culture about the value of diversity. While Larrick recognized as far back as 

1965 that most children’s books were written for the majority, white, male child, there 

has been little research conducted since then on the effect that multicultural children’s 

books have on children from the majority culture, both male and female. Do children in 

general appreciate books about children from other cultures? What kinds of responses, 

both positive and negative, do multicultural children’s books evoke in children in the 

majority culture? What do these children take away from a book about a culture other 

than their own? Do these books contribute positively to their understanding of other 

cultures and how they are interrelated? Do children also appreciate multicultural 
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children’s books simply because they are well-written, exciting stories that appeal to all 

children?

Another area of research could be conducted specifically on bilingual books. 

While Schon (2004) and others argue that bilingual children’s books are not conducive to 

helping children learn a second language or even to learn their first language, many 

educators and publishers disagree, and see the value in having books that contain two 

languages in the same book. Since there has been research conducted on the processes of 

learning a second language, more research could be conducted on bilingual children’s 

books and whether they contribute negatively or positively to children in their language 

acquisition and literacy, either in their first language or second language. The issue of 

whether a book that uses a regional translation of a language is more or less conducive to 

learning a language could be researched. Additionally, do children who speak only one 

language appreciate bilingual books, or do bilingual books appeal primarily to children 

who speak two languages?

While this dissertation focused on regional publishing companies that publish 

books mainly about Hispanic and Native American cultures, more research is needed on a 

national basis about independent publishers and their contributions to the field of quality 

multicultural children’s books. One major publisher that was not included in this study 

was Lee & Low Books, since its New York location was outside of the geographic scope 

of this dissertation. However, this company has been a major contributor to multicultural 

books for children, and future research should include the impact of its contributions. 

Similarly, there are other independent presses that focus on smaller markets, such as the 
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market for literature for African American children, Asian-American children, children 

with learning disabilities, children with physical disabilities, and children who are 

struggling with issues of gender, to name a few. This research should be expanded to 

include all small, independent presses in the United States that publish books for minority 

groups to determine how they go about finding authors and illustrators, who buys their 

books, how they market their books, how they view their relationship to the larger 

national companies, and what they envision as their future in publishing children’s books.

Finally, another area of future research could examine the overall contributions 

these companies have made to the world of multicultural children’s books by conducting 

quantitative research on how many more books by and about people of color have been 

published in the last 20 years since the Council for Interracial Books for Children first 

began promoting multicultural children’s books in 1965 and since 1985 when the 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center first began keeping records of the number of 

multicultural children’s books being published each year. This research should include 

information on the percentage of total multicultural books published each year that were 

published by small, independent presses as well as on how many of the books that win 

national awards that are given not only to multicultural children’s books, but to books in 

general (such as the Newbery and the Caldecott awards) were also published by small 

presses. Quantitative research would provide conclusive evidence regarding the positive 

contributions that small presses have made not just to multicultural children’s literature 

but to children’s literature in general.
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Conclusion

Fortunately for children, teachers, librarians, educators, parents, grandparents, 

authors and illustrators, small independent book publishers committed to publishing 

quality children’s books that represent the growing diversity of our society are here to 

stay. The companies researched for this study, Cinco Puntos, Piñata Books, Luna 

Rising/Rising Moon, Salina Bookshelf, The University of New Mexico Press, and 

Children’s Book Press, have achieved recognition and a place in the market for quality 

multicultural and bilingual children’s books. They produce books of true quality, books 

that can be appreciated and enjoyed for their interesting storylines and exciting 

illustrations as much as they are recognized for representing children from all walks of 

life. These companies see a strong future ahead for themselves in the multicultural 

children’s book market, and will continue to strive to meet the needs of their 

communities, states, regions, and the nation to increase the availability of quality 

children’s literature for all children. The people interviewed for this study demonstrate 

not just a commitment but also a real passion for their work. It is this passion that will 

ensure that the quality of available children’s books will not be impaired by the national 

trend towards branding and commodity markets.  
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APPENDIX A

Interview questions for independent press founders, owners, editors, and/or publishers.

1. Describe the history and mission of your company. Why do you choose to 
publish books with multicultural themes?

2. What do you look for in potential authors and illustrators of children’s books? 
How do you identify these authors and illustrators?

3. How would you describe the current trends in publishing multicultural 
children’s books, both from the small, regional press perspective and from the 
larger, national perspective?

4. What kinds of challenges do you face as a small, independent publisher, 
particularly as one that publishes multicultural literature?

5. Who or what do you consider to be the primary market for your books? Where 
or to whom do you sell most of your books?

6. How do you market and/or publicize your books?
7. How do you envision your future? Do you consider yourself to be successful 

in meeting your mission? 
8. Where do you think the publishing industry for multicultural literature is 

going? 



204

APPENDIX B

Interview questions for authors and illustrators of Latino/a, Hispanic, Mexican, or Native 
American ancestry who publish through independent book presses

1. How did you become a children’s book author or illustrator? Why do you write or 
illustrate children’s books? Who do you see as being your audience?

2. How many books have you published? Have they all been with this company?
3. What has been your experience working with this company? 
4. Have you tried to be or been published through a larger publishing company? 

Why or why not? How would you compare working with a smaller company 
versus a larger one?

5. If you had the opportunity to publish with a major national company, would you? 
Why or why not?

6. Where do you think the publishing industry for multicultural literature is going? 
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