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REPRESENTATIONS, RACIALIZATION, AND RESISTANCE: EXPLORING ASIAN AMERICAN PICTUREBOOKS, 

1993-2018 

 
This qualitative study explores representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks through a 

critical content analysis. While public interests in diversity and equity in children’s literature have 

increased in recent years, the nature of the publication growth of Asian American books for young 

readers is largely unknown due to the industry practice of conflating Asian and Asian American content 

and authorship. This study addresses gaps in literacy research by providing a comprehensive 

examination of 356 Asian American picturebooks spanning 26 years. In addition, this study uses data 

from the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, including publishing rates and trends, to look beyond the 

texts at the systemic forces affecting children’s literature. 

This study uses a conceptual framework grounded in Asian American Critical Race Theory 

(AsianCrit), which describes the specific mechanisms of racialization experienced by Asian Americans in 

the United States. To consider how Asian Americans are represented and racialized in picturebooks, the 

study focused on the following questions: (1) How are Asian American picturebooks represented, in 

regard to publication rates and trends over time, within the broader context of Asian Pacific (AP) and 

Asian Pacific American (APA) children’s literature?, (2) How are Asian Americans represented in 

picturebooks according to genre?, and (3) How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks 

according to racial/heritage identity? 

The major findings of this study demonstrate that Asian American picturebooks have been 

published in marginal numbers since 1993 and continue to be infrequently produced. While many Asian 

American authors and illustrators demonstrated resistance to racializing mechanisms in their texts, the 

picturebooks comprised limited genres that recurrently represented Asian Americans using stereotypical 

tropes, such as the forever foreigner and the model minority. The texts also largely conflated Asian 
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American identities with East Asian identities, leading to a neglect and silencing of South Asian and 

Southeast Asian perspectives. The omissions of heritage identities, genres, and character roles revealed 

how racialized representations are constructed and maintained in picturebooks. Simultaneously, the 

need to increase the number of texts, genres, and perspectives in picturebooks suggests how advocacy 

efforts towards equitable representations may be directed.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

According to many within political, media, and civic spaces, the United States is currently 

experiencing “a watershed moment” in the people’s fight for equitable rights (Buchanan et al., 2020; 

Hampson, 2017; Mayer, 2017; Villa & Bennet, 2020; White, 2017). Within the past five years, we have 

seen the rise of the Black Lives Matter civil movement, an outpouring of environmental activism and 

protest (e.g., against the Dakota Access Pipeline by Native peoples and allies), outrage at the 

deportation of undocumented immigrants and the building of a wall along the United States-Mexico 

border, and the galvanizing of the women’s movement against the gender wage gap, sexual harassment 

in the workplace, and misogyny in all forms (e.g., #TimesUp and #MeToo social media movements). 

Most recently, the global COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the racial and economic disparities of 

communities particularly vulnerable to the coronavirus, and our nation has seen a catastrophic increase 

in violence and racism towards Asians and Asian Americans (Coleman, 2020; Rogin & Nawaz, 2020). Each 

year seems to be an epochal one for social justice, where the voices demanding inclusion, or “a seat at 

the table where decisions are made,” (Lang, 2016) have grown louder and more insistent. Only time will 

tell if these movements and events have truly been catalysts for change, but that the cultural zeitgeist is 

one of renewed activism towards the protection and treatment of marginalized groups is difficult to 

deny.  

The children’s literature domain, popularly referred to as “kid lit,” has not been immune to the 

demands for change; its own string of transformative events has ignited a firestorm of criticism. Several 

years ago, editorials questioning the lack of diverse representation in children’s literature (C. Myers, 

2014; W. D. Myers, 2014) gained traction in the book world as did media publications (e.g., Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center, 2017; Ehrlich, 2017) citing fresh but unchanged statistics about the dearth of 

books about People of Color (POC), not to mention ones written or illustrated by POC. In 2014, a Twitter 
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exchange between two Asian American authors about the White, male assemblage of authors at an 

annual reader’s event sparked an online crusade known as #WeNeedDiverseBooks (WNDB). The ensuing 

momentum on social media for more diverse stories has been credited with having a historic impact on 

the children’s publishing industry, as book content and authorship has diversified (Gilmore, 2015; Oh, 

2016b; We Need Diverse Books, n.d.). The importance of publishing and reading #OwnVoices – a 

hashtag created by Corinne Duyvis (corinneduyvis, 2015) in reference to books with diverse characters 

written by authors reflecting that same diverse group– has also come more sharply into focus in 

discussions of diverse children’s literature. 

More recently, an increasingly vocal and visible group has been actively calling out problematic 

content and trends in children’s publishing and amplifying recommended or little recognized books and 

authors. These “Diversity Jedis,” coined by author Cynthia Leitich Smith in response to a well-known 

White author calling Nambé Pueblo Indian scholar Debbie Reese and others “Crimes Against Diversity 

stormtroopers” for undermining rather than supporting “good books” (Reese, 2015), have been 

recognizing, coalescing, and supporting those endeavoring to dismantle oppressive systems and 

traditions in children’s literature. The work of these Jedi or, in some instances, JEDI, co-opted from its 

Star Wars origins to stand for “Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion” (Lindsay, 2018), is described as 

“the work of making room [for POC in kid lit]” (Lindsay, 2018, para. 30). Their work is frequently 

contested and laborious; Ellen Oh, cofounder of We Need Diverse Books (WNDB), recalled: “When We 

Need Diverse Books launched, I received heinous death threats and rape threats on such a continual 

basis I had to shut down all social media for awhile . . . I still get accused of promoting White genocide     

. . . threats have become a part of my life solely because I advocate for diversity in children’s literature” 

(2018, paras. 4–6).  

The present qualitative study is positioned within these political and social contexts and 

underscores the urgent need for equitable representation within children’s literature for the 
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underrepresented populations in the United States. Specifically, I investigate representations of Asian 

Americans in children’s picturebooks1 through a critical content and thematic analysis (Beach et al., 

2009; Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Short, 2017) that relies on a framework of AsianCrit, or Asian Critical 

Race Theory (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). I examine publishing data and a text set of 356 contemporary 

Asian American picturebooks to explore how Asian Americans are ideologically constructed and 

racialized within the domain of children’s literature. This study is motivated by the persistent reticence 

surrounding Asian American issues and their lack of representation in popular culture, media, and 

educational realms– even amidst the strong push for equity, diversity, and inclusion felt in various 

industries, including children’s publishing. 

This study is also deeply motivated by my own cultural heritage as a Korean American and my 

childhood experiences, in which I rarely saw myself represented in books. As a child, I was an avid reader 

and have countless memories of Saturday mornings spent at the local library with my siblings. In nearly 

all of those memories, however, I was engrossed in stories with characters who did not look like me but 

rather reflected a White majority. The fondness with which I think back on this part of my childhood is 

also bittersweet, as I wonder how my inner life, as well as my lived reality, would have been more 

vibrant had my Asian American identity been acknowledged and cherished in stories. As a mother of 

three biracial children, my desire for books that reflect my children’s cultural and racial identities is 

compounded, and I long for them to have different childhood reading experiences. I want to see the 

richness of their multicultural experiences mirrored in the pages of their books, and I want them to feel 

free to imagine themselves in a multiplicity of roles, from wizards to poets to explorers.  

 
1 In this study, I use the term picturebooks (as opposed to picture books) following the tradition of other scholars 
(see Marantz, 1977; Wolfenbarger & Sipe, 2007) who emphasize the synergistic nature of visuals along with the 
text to create a specific and unique product. More information is provided in the section Keywords and 
Terminology in Chapter 2. 
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Consequently, this study explores the rich diversity of Asian American identity and experience in 

picturebooks.  Simultaneously, this study is a lesson in the pervasiveness of racism and a window into 

how the racialization of Asian Americans seeps into children’s stories and imaginations.  

Asian Americans in the United States 

Today, there are approximately 19.5 million Asian Americans on U.S. soil, making up nearly 6% 

of the total U.S. population; with each month, this number increases (U.S. Department of Health & 

Human Services, Office of Minority Health, 2018). Asian Americans are the fastest-growing ethnic group 

in the U.S. and also make up the largest demographic of immigrants at approximately 41% (Lopez et al., 

2017; L. Smith, 2018). Despite their historic roots in the U.S. as well as their growing visibility, Asian 

Americans as a panethnic collective have long been ignored in our nation. Little is known about Asian 

American history as it is rarely taught in schools or acknowledged by the general media (An, 2016; Han, 

2019; Rodriguez & Kim, 2019).  

The omission of Asian Americans —their status, rights, and voice—in current society and 

throughout U.S. history is critical to acknowledge, especially in light of the racial complexity and lack of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1990) in the term “People of Color.” Within national dialogues on race, 

Asians are often denied a voice in the conversation concerning the racial hierarchy that privileges 

Whites while discriminating against the Other (C. Kim, 1999). The reluctance to include Asians in a group 

of oppressed communities,2 largely due to presumed economic and educational achievements, is clearly 

observed within contemporary American sociology and interdisciplinary domains of research (S. Lee, 

2006; Sakamoto, 2018). As Korean American activist Lindsey Yoo plainly put it, “When people say 

 
2 In this study, I refer to non-White and Indigenous groups as People of Color (POC) when I am referring to them as 
a collective group. However, the term POC has been contested in recent years, as it may erase Indigenous or Black 
experiences or wrongly imply that all groups under that label experience the same degrees of injustice. To counter 
this, I refer to specific groups by their racial, ethnic, or cultural identifiers whenever possible. In addition, I use POC 
when necessary in order to emphasize the inclusion of the racialized histories and experiences of Asian Americans 
among others, as oppressed groups subject to dominating forces of White supremacy in the United States.  
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‘women of color,’ am I included in that equation, or does it not apply to Asian American women? . . . Do 

people really want to hear from someone who looks like me when they engage in conversations about 

racial justice?” (Yoo, 2013).  

Yoo’s questions highlight the bind of Asian Americans as they are deemed “model minorities” by 

politicians (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) while simultaneously experiencing racialized silencing and erasure. 

This is apparent even within the children’s literature sphere, where calls for “diverse” literature often 

focus on the shortage of Black characters and stories but fail to explicitly mention the representation of 

other groups, including Asians (Corrie, 2018; Gonzalez & Gonzalez, 2017; C. Myers, 2014; W. D. Myers, 

2014). 

This underrepresentation in literature greatly affects the growing number of Asian American 

children in the U.S. In an unprecedented study, the Asian American Federation (AAF) produced an in-

depth report (2014) to specifically examine the available census data on demographics, socioeconomic 

status, and needs of Asian American children. The AAF found that Asians were the swiftest growing 

racial or ethnic group of all children in the U.S. and predicted that by 2060, one in ten children in the 

U.S. would be of Asian descent. Defying mainstream expectations of a monolithic Asian American ethnic 

identity, the report found that the fastest growing child populations were outside the five largest Asian 

ethnic groups– Filipino, Chinese, Indian, Vietnamese, and Korean. Instead, the most rapid growth came 

from South Asian countries such as Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The report also noted that Asian 

American children were increasingly more multiethnic and multiracial, representing the largest 

proportion of children of interracial unions. The portrait of Asian American children painted here is one 

of great number and of wide diversity; yet, this picture is one that is little acknowledged by educators 

and mainstream publishers.  

Over the last 20 years, the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) has recorded that an 

average of 3% of children’s books published each year are about Asian Pacific or Asian Pacific Americans 
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(CCBC, 2017). What are the consequences of this scarcity in representation, and how does it affect the 

rapidly growing population of Asian children in our country? At the same time, questions arise about the 

books that are published. What kinds of stories about Asian Americans are published each year? Who 

creates them? Finally, what are the messages being relayed to readers about Asian Americans and their 

experiences in our nation? This study addresses these latter questions through an in-depth examination 

of Asian American picturebooks and publication data. Importantly, this study pushes back against the 

silencing and neglect of Asian American issues, particularly for children, and sheds light on the 

development of diverse children’s literature over time.  

Asian American Children’s Literature 

The children’s literature canon is one that overwhelmingly represents dominant perspectives 

and narratives. Historically significant is Nancy Larrick’s (1965) seminal article, “The All White World of 

Children’s Books,” in which she found that only 6.7% of 5,206 books reviewed included a Black 

character. When Larrick decided to survey books published in 1962, 1963, and 1964, she optimistically 

rationalized that “surely the effect of Little Rock, Montgomery, and Birmingham could be seen by this 

time” (p. 63). This assumption was, of course, proved otherwise and, in fact, continues to persist in 

broader forms today. Surely the books available now reflect the times? The diversity of our nation? 

Recent statistics demonstrate the reality: famously, the New York Times reported in 2013 that of the 

3,200 children’s books published that year, only 93, or 2.9%, included African American content (W. D. 

Myers, 2014). A companion piece (C. Myers, 2014) used the word “apartheid” to describe the racial 

discrimination rampant in children’s literature and did not mince words in calling out publishers for both 

the lack of characters of color and their justification that diverse books garner less demand.  

The history of Asian American children’s literature has followed a similar trajectory. The CCBC’s 

documentation of the number of books by Asian Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific Americans (APA) did not 

begin until 1994, at which time researchers found that out of 4,500 children’s books published that year, 
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only 65, or 1.4%, were by and about AP/APAs. For the last two decades, the number of books published 

annually including significant Asian content has hovered consistently around 2 to 3% (CCBC, 2017). 

However, there has been a significant jump in more recent data. In 2016, 240 books, or about 7%, of the 

books surveyed by the CCBC were about Asians; this increased further in 2017 as 312 books, or a little 

over 8%, were recorded. Reasons for this sudden increase are not given, though presumably the 

increase has been ignited in large part by the #WeNeedDiverseBooks campaign as well as other social 

movements challenging stagnant publishing habits (WNDB, n.d.). Though the upsurge of Asian content is 

remarkable, I would be remiss to overlook authorship. Of the approximately 240 books with AP/APA 

content published in 2016, authors of Asian descent wrote only 75, or 31%; in fact, the majority of Asian 

content was depicted and represented by White authors (Schliesman, 2017). This is a critical subtlety 

that needs to be further investigated, particularly as Asian American advocacy efforts towards 

diversifying literature have begun to be questioned (Elliot, 2015a).    

It is also essential to examine the issues of content and readership of the stories that comprise 

the historically dismal publication numbers. In her dissertation study, Leu (2002) identified and analyzed 

270 children’s books about AP/APAs published between 1945 and 1999. Among her findings were the 

persistence of stereotypes and culturally inauthentic content, an imbalance of representation of Asian 

heritages, and significant accessibility issues (i.e., at the time of her study, few books were still in print 

nor easily accessible to children). Leu also found that of the 270 books identified, only one-third 

included Asian American content, in which story elements depicted a bicultural experience. Loh (2008) 

examined Asian American children’s literature in her dissertation study, analyzing 15 contemporary 

Asian American texts and the subsequent perceptions of their cultural authenticity by producers 

(authors) and consumers (teachers). A major finding was that, despite increases in quality and culturally 

authentic content of Asian American books, consumption by readers was minimal and that more variety 

in representations of contemporary Asian American experiences was needed. Close parallels were made 
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in Tang’s (2013) study of Texas reading basals, in which she found that Asian American representation 

typically reflected only the largest Asian ethnic groups. More recently, Rodriguez & Kim (2018) 

conducted an AsianCrit analysis of 21 Asian American picturebooks published between 2007 to 2017 

and found notable improvements in diverse representations of Asian Americans but lingering issues 

concerning stereotyping and essentialism.  

These studies represent the largest and most comprehensive content analyses of Asian 

American children’s literature as the general focus of study; significantly, all studies concluded that 

there were improvements in positive and culturally authentic representations but that inaccuracies and 

harmful representations still remained. The Asian American stories examined in these texts were also 

often notoriously difficult to find and access, whether through library systems, school curriculum, or 

book purchases. Smaller-scale textual studies of Asian American children’s literature have come to 

similar conclusions. These studies are quite varied and typically explore specific cultural/ethnic 

representations in limited text sets (Chattarji, 2010; Dong, 2013; Sung, 2009; Stephens & Lee, 2006), 

narratives categorized by theme such as immigration or adoption (Davis, 2004; Levy, 1999; Park, 2009; 

Yi, 2014), or the use of Asian American literature for education and understanding (Aoki, 1981; Pang et 

al., 1992; Yokota, 1993, 2009, 2010). A comprehensive review of this literature may be found in Chapter 

2. However, of prime importance to note is that there are comparatively far fewer research studies 

solely focused on Asian American children’s literature than on other underrepresented groups, such as 

Black American and Latinx children (Dahlen, 2019) and that Asian American (in)visibility in the 

scholarship of children’s literature reflects their ongoing racialization in all aspects of U.S. society.  

This study addresses these gaps in scholarship by providing a comprehensive examination of 

Asian American picturebooks across a span of 26 years. The study is not only the largest study of Asian 

American picturebooks, including an analysis of 356 texts, but also explores systemic forces affecting 

children’s literature outside the texts, including publishing rates, trends, and developments.  
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The Problem 

 The historical and current realities of silencing Asian American voices and racializing Asian 

American identities and experiences are reflected in the children’s literature domain. Amidst a recent 

surge in publication of books by and/or about AP/APAs over the last few years (CCBC, 2017), calls for 

more Asian American representation in literature have diminished in comparison to other groups 

(Corrie, 2018; Gonzalez & Gonzalez, 2017). This is troubling, particularly within the context of non-Asian 

authorship dominating these texts (Schliesman, 2017). There has also been little scholarship 

investigating these more recent publications, particularly on a large scale. 

Additionally, the work and advocacy of Asian American authors and illustrators have begun to 

be questioned. In response to the 2014 CCBC diversity in publishing statistics which showed that a 

higher proportion of AP/APA books were by AP/APAs but not about them, young adult (YA) author and 

#DiversityJedi Zetta Elliot (2015a) convened a digital roundtable of Asian American scholars and writers 

to question the presumed trend of AP/APA authors and illustrators who “write outside of their race” 

(para. 4). She compared it to the Black community of kid lit folks, saying “If this was happening to this 

extent within the small community of Black authors and illustrators, I’d be taking names!” (para. 2). In 

response to the 2019 CCBC diversity statistics, Asian Americanist Jung Kim (jungkimphd, 2020) tweeted, 

“Dear Asian Americans. What’s our problem? Why do we continue to write books not about ourselves? 

We write about animals, colors, trucks, abstractions, but not about Asian Americans. My people, have 

we internalized our own invisibility so much?” These complex questions, which likely reflect those of 

many others, including Asian Americans and non-Asian Americans, deserve thorough investigation. 

 Yet, Asian American children’s literature is infrequently studied and often encompassed in 

research on Asian literature. This practice, which conflates Asian Americans with Asians, upholds 

racialized constructions of Asia as a monolith and Asian Americans as “forever foreigners” (Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013; Tuan, 1998). In addition, the panethnic, collective Asian American identity is rarely studied 
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in children’s literature in comparison to research on specific heritage identities. While the latter is 

critically important, the former should not be neglected. Asian American advocacy and social justice 

requires both aggregation and disaggregation, generating an “understanding of Asian American 

communities as a whole and [building] on the possibilities for unity provided by the larger racial 

category while recognizing and developing intricate knowledge of the diversity and complexity that 

exists within these populations” (Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 26).  

Purpose of Study 

The primary purpose of this qualitative study is to identify and analyze common representations 

of the Asian American identity and experience in children’s picturebooks. Using a conceptual framework 

of AsianCrit (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), I examine ways in which Asian Americans have been racialized in 

children’s picturebooks, as seen in publishing rates and trends over time and in the books themselves. 

Framed within the qualitative inquiry of critical content analysis (Beach et al., 2009; Botelho & Rudman, 

2009; Johnson et al., 2017), this study purposes to discern the social messages of race and power, overt 

and subtle, present within Asian American picturebooks; simultaneously, the omissions and distortions 

of Asian American stories, histories, and people groups are surveyed. 

Accordingly, this study engages two analytic processes. First, I conduct a critical content analysis 

of data reporting the publication numbers of children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs from 1994 to 

2018. I explicate on issues related to Asian American representation plaguing the publishing industry 

more generally, such as the continued conflation of bicultural literature with literature centered on 

Asians. I also highlight publication rates and trends over time in order to problematize the presumed 

growth of equitable representation by AP/APAs charted by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center in 

recent years. This analysis provides a “big picture” understanding of Asian American representation in 

picturebooks. 
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Second, I conduct a critical content and thematic analysis of 356 Asian American picturebooks 

published between 1993-2018 to explore representations of Asian Americans. Because the study 

examines a large number of books published over a long span of time, the analysis is not intended to 

produce in-depth analyses of each title or even groups of titles (e.g., Chinese American narratives). 

Instead, the critical content analysis brings to the surface major themes, storylines, and character roles 

in the corpus of Asian American picturebooks and uses these to describe how Asian Americans are 

represented or constructed. This analysis provides a closer look at Asian American representation in 

picturebooks themselves. 

Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following questions:  

1. How are Asian Americans picturebooks represented, in regard to publication rates and 

trends over time, within the broader context of Asian Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific 

American (APA) children’s literature?  

2. How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to genre?  

3. How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage 

identity? 

Significance of Study 

As the population of Asian American groups continue to skyrocket in the U.S., it is of critical 

importance that Asian American picturebooks are explored and interrogated, as they act as “mirrors, 

windows, and sliding glass doors” (Sims Bishop, 1990) for children, meaning, that they may provide 

reflections of self to the reader, glimpses into other worlds, and entry points to new experiences. 

Moreover, it is imperative that these explorations employ a critical lens that exposes the social and 

cultural messages that are transmitted. After all, it is only after these messages are acknowledged that 

they may be addressed appropriately in readings of the texts. Another significant consequence of this 
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critical analysis is that omissions in stories, storytellers, and people groups within the vast diaspora of 

Asian America are revealed; this may be both revelatory and useful to the makers and consumers of 

children’s literature. 

An examination of the sudden surge of Asian content in children’s literature recorded by the 

CCBC in recent years is also overdue. The CCBC’s annual statistics on diversity in publishing are hotly 

anticipated and thoroughly analyzed year after year by bookmakers, educators, academics, and 

consumers. Though they do not keep an exhaustive list of every title published each year, the CCBC 

provides the closest proxy of the data on books published for children,3 and consequently has become 

the primary source for a majority of the industry statistics about diversity in publishing. While these 

annual statistics have been picked apart each year in both academic and publishing domains, they belie 

the complexity of the raw data compiled by the CCBC, which is significantly less interrogated by scholars 

outside of the organization.  

By conducting a critical content analysis of the CCBC’s publishing data on books by and/or about 

AP/APAs, I provide a new lens for understanding the diversity issues relevant to Asian American 

children’s literature. This study also sheds light on issues of quantity and quality of books by and/or 

about underrepresented peoples. In other words, the effects of publishing only marginal numbers of 

books about Asian Americans are explored alongside the representations within the texts themselves. 

Loh (2008) contended, “Quantity and quality are equally important and interrelated. Only by increasing 

both will we be able to improve the representations and perceptions of [Asian Americans]” (p. 3). This 

study demonstrates the relationship between quantity and quality in Asian American picturebooks, 

which may be extended or applied to texts about other underrepresented groups.  

A significant contribution of this study is also the compilation of a text set of Asian American 

picturebooks published between 1993 to 2018. While book lists of Asian American children’s literature 

 
3 Further information about the CCBC and how statistics are compiled may be found in Chapter 4.  
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may be found in a variety of places, including public libraries, kid lit blogs, and publishers’ websites, 

these lists are often limited in number or fraught with issues of Asian American racialization. While this 

topic is expounded upon in this study, it is pertinent to point out that texts that do not provide overt or 

essentialist Asian cultural content often go unrecognized as examples of Asian American stories. In turn, 

stereotypically Asian stories may circulate and dominate searches for Asian American texts. The text set 

compiled in this study was produced through an extensive search process and analyzed using a lens of 

AsianCrit. Consequently, the text set, while not exhaustive, is comprehensive and useful for exploring a 

diversity of Asian American experiences. A complete list of picturebooks is included as a separate 

section of the references. More targeted book lists of picturebooks, organized according to genres, are 

also included in the appendices.  

Content and Organization of Chapters 

In this chapter I have laid out the motivations for and background of this dissertation study that 

explores how Asian Americans are represented and racialized in picturebooks. Additionally, I put forth 

the study’s principal purposes and clarify the research problem and research questions. 

In Chapter 2, I provide a review of the literature relevant to the topic of representations of Asian 

Americans in picturebooks. I begin by foregrounding key constructs and terminology critical to 

understanding this study. This is followed by a review of AsianCrit and Critical Race Theory, the 

theoretical frameworks guiding this research. In this chapter, I also articulate historic representations of 

Asian Americans in the U.S. and provide a background of Asian American children’s literature. This 

includes an overview of publication rates and trends and a review of scholarship on Asian American 

children’s literature, particularly focused on studies that have engaged critical frameworks to examine 

cultural representations.  
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In Chapter 3, I describe the study design and methodological considerations of this critical 

content and thematic analysis. I explain the study design, data collection and data analysis used in this 

study. I also provide a statement of researcher positionality.   

In Chapter 4, I present the findings of Phase One of this study, in which I address the first 

research question: How are Asian Americans picturebooks represented, in regard to publication rates 

and trends over time, within the broader context of Asian Pacific and Asian Pacific American children’s 

literature? The findings of a critical content and thematic analysis on data concerning the publication of 

children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs in the U.S. each year is reported. This chapter also includes a 

brief discussion of implications, particularly as they pertain to the publishing industry and the domain of 

kid lit.  

In Chapters 5 and 6, I present the findings of Phase Two of this study, in which I address the 

remaining research questions through a critical content analysis of a text set of 356 Asian American 

picturebooks. This is reported in two parts. Chapter 5 answers the second research question: How are 

Asian Americans represented according to genre? Chapter 6 answers the third research question: How 

are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity? Each chapter is 

followed by a brief summary and discussion of important themes and implications, particularly as they 

relate to the racialized representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks.  

In Chapter 7, I present the conclusions of the study and provide a brief discussion of the 

intersections of the findings and implications of chapters 4, 5, and 6. I focus on the structures and 

institutional-level constructions of equity and power produced by the publishing industry at large and 

identify issues and questions that must be addressed as the kid lit domain works towards a commitment 

to social justice (Museus & Iftikar, 2013).  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
 

In this chapter, I present a review of literature relevant to the topic of representations of Asian 

Americans in picturebooks. The chapter is divided into four major sections: (1) key constructs and 

terminology (2) theoretical framework, (3) historic Asian American representations, and (4) Asian 

American children’s literature and scholarship.  

I begin by defining key words and constructs used in this study, including Asian American, 

culture, and picturebooks. This section is followed by an explanation of my theoretical commitments. In 

particular, I describe the framework of AsianCrit and its central tenets, which builds upon ideas set forth 

in Critical Race Theory (CRT). Importantly, AsianCrit clarifies ways in which Asians and Asian Americans 

are racialized in the United States; consequently, this section postulates a foundation for understanding 

common racializing and stereotyping mechanisms of representation for Asian Americans. 

Next, I discuss the historical progression of representations of Asian Americans in the United 

States. I articulate how these representations align with the framework of AsianCrit and influence the 

construction of an Asian American identity and the Asian American experience. In the final section, I 

provide an overview of Asian American children’s literature and scholarship. This includes a brief 

discussion of publishing growth and trends to situate the picturebooks included in this study and a 

review of the research previously investigating cultural representations of Asians and Asian Americans in 

children’s literature. 

Key Constructs and Terminology 

This section lays out important constructs and definition of terms referred to throughout the 

study. Entries are listed in alphabetical order.  
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Asian American 

Within this study, this term refers to a citizen or resident of the United States of Asian descent 

(whether partial or full) and excludes Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander groups.4 This succinct 

definition, however, belies the complexity of the term and its historical, social, and political roots. In her 

seminal work on Asian American literature, E. H. Kim (1987) emphasized that “as we study the power of 

‘otherness’ and the celebration of marginality, we must . . . think about the complexity and diversity of 

minority discourse” (p. 88); therefore, it is necessary to provide a deeper background of this term before 

proceeding.  

Though the term and racial category Asian American may seem innocuous, its simplicity is 

misleading. Primarily, the term fails to bring to mind the vast enormity of who makes up Asian America. 

Problematically ambiguous, the term aggregates the identities and experiences of a large number of 

distinct nation groups. According to the latest census reports, there are now more than 22 million Asian 

Americans in the United States representing more than 25 distinct ethnic groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2017). Consequently, not only does the panethnic categorization overlook the sheer number of 

nationalities represented, but it also fails to distinguish the extraordinary regional and generational 

differences within countries. Moreover, the term also comprises a myriad of ethnic, national, and 

political statuses of various groups.  

As a result, Asian Americans may refer to people identified by heritage nationality, (e.g., Korean 

Americans or Nepali Americans), culture (e.g., Hmong Americans), religion (e.g., Sikh Americans), 

geography (e.g., East Asian American, South Asian American, or Southeast Asian American), political 

status (e.g., permanent resident, immigrant, or refugee), family status (e.g., adopted), racial status (e.g., 

 
4 I do not include Pacific Americans or Native Hawaiians in this conceptualization of Asian American because theirs 
is a panethnic grouping of its own, steeped in a uniquely complex history, space, and discourse. See next entry, 
Asian Pacific American/Asian Pacific Islander, for more information about controversies in the panracial grouping 
of Asian Pacific Americans.  
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biracial or multiracial), and so on. Acknowledging the dizzying possibilities of identification encompassed 

in the term, Asian Americanist Erika Lee (2015) admitted, “It is fair to ask whether there is even one 

‘Asian America’” (p. 3). The consequences of this conglomeration have reverberated in various ways; 

most importantly, much of the racist rhetoric towards Asians, including the pervasive stereotype that 

“all Asians look the same,” comes from both a refusal to recognize the ethnic and cultural differences 

between peoples and a persistence in treating Asian Americans as foreigners.  

Racial perspectives have shaped the historic roots of the term. “Asian American” is now widely 

interpreted as an ethnic or racial category, but its origins are more sociopolitical. Coined by activists 

Emma Gee and Yuji Ichioka in the 1960s to supplant pejoratives such as “Asiatic” and “Oriental”, the 

term Asian American was created in order to organize members into a national civil movement against 

discrimination and oppression (Maeda, 2012; Schlund-Vials et al., 2015). When it was formed, the 

panethnic implications of the term acted not to “[obscure] our internal differences, but rather [to take] 

seriously the heterogeneities among our ranks” (Espiritu, 1992, p. xi). Thus, claiming to be Asian 

American–as opposed to Asian, Oriental, Chinese, etc.–was originally a politicized act, one that 

combatted the oppression of an enormous community made of disparate groups. 

In the decades since its inception, there has been a slight but significant shift in discourse–the 

term, which had originally advanced an alternative political-racial status, has been appropriated by 

hegemonic society to indicate a monolithic Asian ancestry with little regard for nationalist standings. The 

result has been what scholar Nadia Kim (2007) referred to as the transnational racialization of Asian 

Americans, in which the categories of “Asian American” and “Asian” have been conflated and positioned 

prominently as “Other” by dominant society.  

Simultaneously, the contemporary ownership of the term Asian American by Asians in the 

United States has largely acknowledged and returned to its partisan roots. The Asian American 

consciousness is a paradoxical one, “of being in America but not fully a part of it” (Zhou et al., 2016, p. 
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113). Its political agenda argues that the Asian American identity is a type of American identity that is 

fluid and constructed in meaningful solidarity by a collective with shared racialized experiences, 

including stereotyping, glass ceilings, economic and political scapegoating, hate crimes, and erasure 

(Zhou et al., 2016). E. Lee (2015) addressed her aforementioned question of fairness in examining a 

collective Asian America by acknowledging the substantial weight of similarity and connection, and of 

shared experience between people:  

As diverse as [Asian Americans] are, they are part of a larger Asian American community that–
through its complexity–uniquely captures the story of America. Theirs is a history of immigrant 
dreams, American realities, and global connection that has helped to make the United States 
what it is today. (p. 402) 
 
It is with this consideration of the dense and complex history of Asian America that I proceed 

with this study. I situate Asian Americans as members of a panethnic, politicized, and bi/multicultural 

collective in a U.S. context. I use the term Asian American to refer to any of these peoples regardless of 

place of birth or immigration status. However, I also recognize the distinct groups within and the further 

divisions that can be made using class, economic, linguistic, gendered, and generational lines, and I aim 

to name and discuss these specific affiliation and identifiers when relevant. I also acknowledge the 

panethnic political identity being established for Asian Americans to “protect and promote their 

collective interests” (Espiritu, 1992, pp. 2-3) and that panethnic organization may act as either a 

racializing or empowering mechanism for the community depending on the context (this is discussed 

further in the second discussion in this literature review focused on AsianCrit). 

Finally, I also clarify that my usage of the term Asian American encompasses cultures and 

heritages originating from three physical regions: East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. While the 

naming of these areas is determined geographically, I also recognize its geopolitical distinctions and 

culturally constructed exclusions (Overholt, 2007). To narrow the scope of this study, I follow guidelines 

set by the U.S. Census Bureau (2017) and do not include people groups originating from West Asia 

(commonly referred to as the Middle East) and Central Asia in my construction of Asian Americans in 
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this study. However, I acknowledge the long and complex history of including Arab Americans in 

particular, within the boundaries of Asian America, and the centrality of certain shared characteristics 

between Arab Americans and South and Southeast Asians in particular, including Orientalism, 

Islamophobia, and racialized securitization (Association for Asian American Studies, 2020; Qutami, 

2020). Specific research into Arab American representations in children’s literature is a critical area of 

future research. 

Asian Pacific American/Asian Pacific Islander 

This study relies on the previous term, Asian Americans, to refer to the bicultural, collective 

Asian American identity and experience. However, many iterations of the term exist and are helpful to 

acknowledge. As a product of the rising panracial social movement of Asian Americans in the 1960s, 70s, 

and 80s, the terms Asian Pacific Americans (APA) and Asian Pacific Islanders (API) emerged as a way to 

recognize shared struggles and experiences with colonialism among two groups: Asians, or those people 

with origins that could be traced back to East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia, and Pacific Islanders, 

or those people “having origins in any of the original people of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific 

Islands” (U.S. Census, 2017). Consequently, both APA and API are used interchangeably in many venues–

including the United States Congress, several state boards and commissions, and nonprofit 

organizations–to refer to people who identify as either Asian American or Pacific Islander.  

Despite the commonality of the terms, the use of APA and API has been controversial in 

academic spaces, as many scholars contend that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders should not be 

grouped together (Hall, 2015; Kaunanui, 2005, 2015). This argument asserts that the experiences and 

oppressions of both groups are distinct and often opposing; for example, Asian American social 

movements are concerned with immigration issues while Pacific Islanders face issues related to 

decolonization and sovereignty. Stereotypes and other discriminatory measures are often contradictory 

as well–while Asian Americans are most frequently labeled as model minorities, Pacific Islanders are 
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often stereotyped as lazy and poor (Kaunanui, 2015). Thus, a panracial identity can accomplish the 

opposite of its intent by subsuming one identity under another; in fact, Hall (2015) argued that the 

terms APA and API actively erase the racial, social, and economic struggles of the Pacific Islander.  

Other scholars who assert that social movements and identities concerning Asians should 

include both Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders counter these arguments. Spickard (2002) suggested 

that the commonalities between the two groups are characterized by Orientalism and racial hierarchies 

rather than cultural commonality or difference and contended that an Asian Pacific American social 

movement was better served under a panracial umbrella.  

In light of these implications, it is important to clarify that this study adopts the perspective that 

Asian American and the Pacific Islander identities and experiences are unique and distinct and that this 

study concerns Asian American representation. It is beyond the scope of this study to examine the 

representations of Pacific Islanders in children’s literature here, though this is a critical consideration 

and subject for future research. However, I must note that several references and bodies of scholarship 

relevant to this study, such as the data compiled by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC), use 

the terms APA and API; consequently, these works include research relevant to Pacific Islanders and 

Native Hawaiians. When necessary, I defer to the term used by the particular source in question, and if 

needed, I consider implications of the panracial groupings in my analysis and findings.  

Culture 

While the notion of culture can be deconstructed and reconstructed in numerous ways, in this 

study, I most often refer to culture as simply the “behaviors, beliefs, values, and norms” (Ferdman, 

1991, p. 182) of a particular ethnic group, while also taking into account the histories behind these 

elements. I also recognize the complexity of this concept as it is inherently dynamic in nature. 

Traditionally, anthropological and ethnographic works have advanced a discrete and closed notion of 

culture in which peoples within a space have been described and delimited (Wolf, 1984). A more 
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contemporary understanding of culture recognizes that people create culture in relation to others 

(Spencer-Oatey, 2012); thus, cultures exist as saturated systems of human interconnectivity across 

space and time. In the present study, I wish to emphasize that culture can be represented in various 

ways and can be characterized by a group’s unique way of “doing” life; however, this does not negate its 

dynamic and hybrid nature.   

This is further illustrated in the consideration of the bicultural, or multicultural, individual. For 

this person, I acknowledge the open and shifting nature of culture but simultaneously claim the 

existence of two separate systems in conflict with one another. The dual cultures inhabiting one body 

present a unique and bounded system that then must be viewed with a critical theoretical lens. The 

notion of double consciousness, originating from W. E. B. Du Bois, elucidates this paradox. In his book 

The Souls of Black Folk (1903), Du Bois wrote,  

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self 
through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 
amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness, —an American, a Negro; two souls, two 
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (p. 3) 
 

Du Bois specifically wrote of the positioning of the Black man in an oppressive society. However, the 

precarious balance between membership and marginalization that he described is familiar and 

fundamental to many who identify as bicultural or multicultural. Double consciousness illuminates how 

culture cannot be understood apart from power and how one’s self is understood within the context of 

other’s perceptions. Bicultural and multicultural identity, for both adults and children, is the 

maintenance and manipulation of two or more cultures, within which domination and marginalization 

are relentlessly negotiated. Du Bois referred to this state as ongoing strife, an idea that has been 

extended by scholars such as Chen (2008), who described double consciousness as constant racial(ized) 

trauma.  
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Within the United States, biculturalism is infused with wide-ranging and multifaceted 

conceptions of cultural identity, oppression, and power, but it is more commonly explored within the 

boundaries of particular intersections of culture or identity (e.g., ethnic identities, racial-political 

identities, immigrant identities, etc.). Each carries its own porous and diverse history, tiers of 

circumstance, and the weight of cultural, economic, social, and political forces. Likewise, 

multiculturalism is characterized by multiple ethnic, cultural, and racial identities, though it can also 

more widely reference any signifier of difference, including class, religion, gender, disability, sexual 

orientation, and linguistic variation (Harris, 1996).  

Though the term “multicultural” denotes only the aggregation of multiple cultures, the social 

utility and understanding of the term implies historic and social exclusion from dominant expectations 

and norms. For example, within the domain of children’s literature Cai (2002) asserted 

Multiculturalism involves diversity and inclusion, but, more importantly, it also involves power 
structure and struggle. Its goal is not just to understand, accept, and appreciate cultural 
differences but also to ultimately transform the existing social order in order to ensure greater 
voice and authority to the marginalized cultures and to achieve social equality and justice 
among all cultures. (p. 7) 
 

This suggests that multicultural literature is a socio-political concept that is imbued with notions of 

power, equity, and oppression. This is why scholars such as Violet Harris (1996) argued that stories 

about White people, even those who might be of multiple European or Anglo-American cultures, are 

generally not considered as multicultural. Such stories reflect the power of the mainstream culture; 

meanwhile, multicultural literature that is focused on underrepresented groups works to decentralize 

these dominant powers (Cai, 2002).   

In addition, oppression and marginalization cannot be fully grasped without considering an 

intersectional framework. Intersectionality, first coined by social theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw (1990), 

considers how individuals hold multiple identity markers (e.g., gender, race, class, sexual orientation) 

that unite to oppress them in numerous and simultaneous ways, creating an interdependent system of 
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discriminations. Thus, the oppression of a Black woman is understood only by examining the 

intersections of Blackness and womanhood (Crenshaw, 1990); other social categorizations, such as 

disability and religion, can be further sources of discrimination, interweaving to create a complex and 

unique lived experience of prejudice.  

Consequently, in this study I broadly refer to culture as a particular group’s way of “doing life”; 

however, I also recognize that this process is experienced differently and individually according to 

manifold and overlapping identity affiliations. This is even more relevant considering the wide diaspora 

of Asian America. Though it is an impossible task to fully explore all of the intersections present within 

the depictions of Asian Americans in children’s literature, particularly as they converge in layers, it is 

necessary to recognize the dynamic nature of culture and the nuanced ways in which it is experienced, 

constructed, and deconstructed by book creators and consumers.   

Cooperative Children’s Book Center  

Though I do not construct or define the CCBC uniquely, their importance to this study dictates 

the inclusion of background information about the organization and an explanation of the relevance of 

their diversity data to the domain of children’s literature.   

The CCBC, founded in 1963, is a branch of the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s School of 

Education library system focused on the study of children’s and young adult literature. While committed 

to in-state outreach services, the organization also is a leading source for informational and educational 

services for scholars all over the world offering various presentations, book discussions, and free public 

lectures to those with a shared interest in subjects related to children’s literature (CCBC, 2017). 

However, the CCBC may be best known for their services in documenting publishing data about People 

of Color (POC) and First/Native nations each year. In response to an abysmal dearth of books eligible for 

the Coretta Scott King Award in 1985, the CCBC began documenting the number of books created by 

Black authors and illustrators published each year. The documentation of other racial/ethnic groups’ 
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representation within children’s literature, including Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific Americans, American 

Indians/First Nations, and Latinx peoples, began in 1994. At this time, the CCBC began tracking the 

number of books about POC and First/Native Nations in addition to the books by POC and First/Native 

Nations.   

Since then, the CCBC’s annually published diversity statistics have increased in prominence and 

visibility. Publication of the previous year’s numbers are hotly anticipated and thoroughly analyzed year 

after year by bookmakers, educators, academics, and consumers (Corrie, 2018; Scott, 2018; WNDB, 

n.d.). Though they do not keep an exhaustive list of every title published each year, the CCBC does 

provide the closest proxy of the data on books published for children, and consequently has become the 

primary source of a majority of the industry statistics about diverse books for children (Corrie, 2018; 

Horn Book, 2017). While these annual statistics have been picked apart each year in both academic and 

publishing domains, the raw data that is compiled by the CCBC is significantly less analyzed. 

It is imperative then to clarify what is documented by the CCBC and represented in their 

publication statistics. Each year, the organization receives a vast majority of the trade books published 

that year; these are supplied by major corporate publishers as well as some smaller trade publishers. 

More recently, the CCBC has begun to receive books from Canadian publishers, translations with U.S. 

price labels, and self-published books (CCBC, 2017). These titles represent the corpus of children’s 

literature published each year. All books received by the CCBC are then examined for being by and/or 

about People of Color or First/Native Nations and counted. More recently, the CCBC has also started 

tracking publishing information about other underrepresented groups (e.g., LGBTQIAP+ and Disability) 

as well as books about animals and inanimate objects (Tyner, 2020).  
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Four main groupings5 are used for the organization of data, including books by and/or about (a) 

African/African Americans, (b) American Indians/First Nations, (c) Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific Islanders, 

and (d) Latinx peoples. Consequently, published statistics represent a broad racial/cultural grouping 

only, though their logs are organized with more cultural and ethnic specificity (CCBC, 2017). These 

unpublished logs document cultural, ethnic, and national identifications within the books received. For 

example, for any one year, the AP/APA log may include categories such as “no cultural content,” 

“Chinese,” and “Chinese American” in addition to other categorizations reflecting national or cultural 

affiliation. Books are identified by title, author, illustrator, publisher and format. Authors and 

illustrators’ racial, ethnic, and/or cultural affiliations are not identified, though names are bolded if they 

reflect an AP/APA ancestry. Additionally, some titles contain additional notations from the CCBC 

researchers (e.g., these include notes to confirm ethnic or racial identity, key details about cultural 

content present or neglected in texts, and ambiguity of character race). While the CCBC produces these 

logs upon request to scholars or organizations, they do not publish this more nuanced information on 

their site.  

The CCBC also notes some key details about their work. Numbers documented regarding book 

creators do not reflect individual creators; therefore, it may be the case that a single individual has 

written or illustrated multiple books in any given year. Books may also be counted multiple times. For 

instance, a hypothetical text about a Pakistani child that is written by a Korean American and illustrated 

by a Mexican American may be counted as being both by and about Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific 

Americans but also as by in the Latinx category. A deeper look at how these details affect the counts and 

published statistics provide a fuller understanding of the diverse representations and trends within 

children’s literature.  

 
5 In June of 2020, the CCBC announced on their blog that they would begin separating the category of Asian Pacific 
and Asian Pacific Americans. Beginning with the publication of their 2019 statistics and moving forward, the 
AP/APA category is now counted under two groupings including Asian/Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.  
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Picturebook 

Picturebooks are those books “intended for [young] children which communicate information or 

tell stories through a series of many pictures combined with . . . texts” (Nodelman, 1988, p. vii). 

Importantly, the effectual meanings conveyed by these books are dependent on the combined 

viewing(s) and transaction(s) between both the picture and the text (Sipe, 1998). This quality 

differentiates picturebooks from other children’s books that may contain pictures, such as board books, 

illustrated storybooks, and early readers. In those texts, the presence of pictures may simply illustrate 

the text or meaning directly (e.g., a photograph of an apple next to the printed word, apple) or serve as 

a visual and mental cue to break up chapters or longer pieces of narrative. Significantly, in such books 

the text can be understood and enjoyed without the accompanying pictures. This is not the aim of 

picturebooks; rather, they engage both image and print synergistically (Sipe, 1998) to inform readers’ 

constructions of meaning in a cohesive manner. For this reason, I also use the spelling “picturebook,” as 

opposed to “picture book,” in the tradition of children’s literature scholars such as Larry Sipe, in order to 

emphasize the union between words and illustrations.     

Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I articulate AsianCrit as the primary theoretical framework in this study. I provide 

an explanation of the origins and use of AsianCrit and its central tenets. I provide a rationale for the use 

of AsianCrit as a theoretical foundation for this study of Asian American representation in picturebooks 

and describe how it is used to frame the research and guiding questions, organize methodological 

procedures, analyze data, and interpret findings.  

Generally, theories of race and racism explore how racial categorizations are used to define a 

group of people and subsequently uphold social and institutional systems of power (Gonzalez-Sobrino & 

Goss, 2018). The process in which racial meaning is attributed to a group’s identity may be understood 

as “racialization;” importantly, Omi and Winant (1994) note that these racial meanings are placed upon 
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“previously unclassified relationship[s], social practice[s], or group[s]” (p. 111), thus emphasizing the 

socially constructed, not biological, nature of these processes. Consequently, racialization describes the 

ways in which racial inequality is constructed and maintained in society.  

Asian Critical Race Theory, dubbed AsianCrit, is a relatively new subset of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) focused on the racialized experiences of Asians in the United States. The developing theory is a 

product of a broader field of scholarship that has taken the central tenets of CRT and applied and 

conceptualized them to specific racial and cultural groups (e.g., Brayboy, 2005; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; 

Valdes, 1998). To clarify, AsianCrit does not replace CRT but is inclusive of its tenets and builds upon it to 

provide a conceptual foundation specific to Asian Americans in U.S. society. Accordingly, this study, 

while predominantly relying on AsianCrit as a conceptual lens, also draws on central tenets of CRT that 

articulate the roles and impacts of race in society. In the following, I explain the origins and centralisms 

of CRT and connect it to the emergent AsianCrit theory.  

Critical Race Theory 

CRT originated in the early 1970s within the field of legal studies and was a response to the 

systemic racism and the resultant gain/loss of power of people within the legal field (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013). Pioneering scholars such as Derrick Bell (1980, 1988), Richard Delgado (1989), Kimberlé Crenshaw 

(1990), and Mari Matsuda (1987), helped construct a discourse around the rampant racial inequity and 

discriminatory practices undergirding the legal system that identified fundamental ways in which racism 

affected POC.  

Centralisms of CRT include the assumption that racism is entrenched in society and hegemonic 

culture (Crenshaw, 1990; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001), the rejection of the dominant ideologies, such as 

the notion of colorblindness and meritocracy (Crenshaw, 2011), recognizance that power structures are 

based on White privilege and White supremacy which are sustained over time (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001), and a commitment to social justice and the open and active resistance to oppressions through 
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storytelling, naming, and revisionist history (Bell, 1980; Brayboy, 2005; Delgado, 1989; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001). Inherent in these constructs is CRT’s recognition of the intersectional (Crenshaw, 1990) 

layers of oppression experienced by individuals and groups which impact racialized realities and the 

valuing of POC’s experiential knowledge, particularly as a lens of analysis for examining racialized 

experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  

However, CRT is emphasized to be “dynamically constituted” (e.g., Carbado, 2011; Crenshaw, 

2011); in other words, it is not, or should not, be conceptualized as an intellectual theory of bounded 

theoretical parameters but rather as a set of “ideas and frames that are available for mobilization and 

that are themselves re-constituted in the process” (Carbado, 2011, p. 1606). This is why various CRT 

scholars have put forth specific theoretical constructs (e.g., Bell’s [1980] theory of interest convergence) 

or have identified their own constructions of key tenets relevant to particular domains.  

Consequently, by the early 90s, CRT had begun to be adopted and adapted by many 

interdisciplinary domains. Within the educational field, scholars such as Gloria Ladson-Billings, William 

Tate, and Daniel Solórzano adapted central tenets of CRT to analyze the experiences of POC in education 

as well as systems of racial oppression in schools. In their seminal work (1995), Ladson-Billings and Tate 

conceptualize a critical race theory in education based on analyses of both race and property. Further 

extensions have utilized CRT to examine literature. For example, research strands in children’s literature 

have developed to expose racialized representations and experiences of POC (e.g., Acevedo, 2017; 

Chappell & Faltis, 2007; McNair, 2008a), to highlight the value of counterstories in literature (e.g., 

Brooks, 2009; McNair, 2008b), to examine Whiteness (e.g., Rogers & Christian, 2007) and to highlight 

anti-racist perspectives (e.g., Barker, 2010). These bodies of work demonstrate how scholars have 

expounded on CRT to apply more specifically to the unique racialized experiences of distinct cultural and 

ethnic groups in specific domains. 
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 In addition, branches of CRT have emerged to amplify the voices of specific people groups and 

highlight their concerns and histories. Latinx Critical Theory (LatCrit) was one of the first cultural 

divisions of CRT, and it worked to name the racist and racial constraints against Chicanx and Latinx 

peoples, particularly in regard to issues related to language and immigration (Delgado, 1995; Valdes, 

1998). This was followed by the materialization of Tribal Critical Theory (TribalCrit), in which indigenous 

perspectives about colonization, sovereignty, and storytelling were brought to the forefront of 

conversations about inequities in indigenous communities (Brayboy, 2005), and more recently, Asian 

Critical Theory (AsianCrit), in which CRT frameworks have been applied to Asian American experiences 

(Chae, 2013; Museus & Iftikar, 2013). I should note as well that further offshoots–such as DesiCrit, which 

conceptualizes South Asian American racialization (Harpalani, 2013), and APACrit– have also arisen to 

address more specific stereotyping mechanisms and group experiences. For the sake of consistency, I 

expound on and utilize AsianCrit as an analytic tool to frame and interpret the Asian American 

representations and experiences panethnically; however, I acknowledge that racial hierarchies and 

dynamics of distinct national groups may also be analyzed through more culturally specific lenses.  

AsianCrit 

Despite CRT’s broad advocacy for POC and theoretical uses for analyzing racialized experiences, 

critical theorists have, in large part, ignored the perspectives and lived realities of Asian Americans who 

have historically been discriminated against using particular stereotypes, ideologies, and legal 

restrictions (Chae, 2013; E. Lee, 2015; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Teranishi, 2002). Given the need for 

theoretical perspectives that more explicitly explored the impact of various oppressions of Asian 

Americans and advocated for the experiential knowledge of Asian Americans and their communities 

(Chae, 2013), critical theories centered on Asians in different domains have begun to emerge within the 

last 5 to 10 years (Chae, 2013; Curammeng et al., 2017; Harpalani, 2013). 
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 This study relies heavily on a particular extension of AsianCrit developed by Samuel Museus and 

Jon Iftikar (2013) to address Asian American realities and experiences, particularly within educational 

domains. In their work, they outline seven interconnected tenets:  

1. Asianization refers to the racialization of Asian Americans and addresses the distinctive 

ways in which Asian Americans are racialized in U.S. society. This includes the persistent 

conflation of cultural and ethnic identities into a monolithic whole and stereotyping 

mechanisms that position Asian Americans in certain ways and particularly as foreigners, 

objects of yellow peril, and model minorities (Espiritu, 2008; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Tuan, 

1998). Notably, these constructions are fluid and may materialize at opposite ends of a 

spectrum, from honorary Whites to forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998), or from model 

minorities to threats of exoticized evil, depending on the interests of the dominant White 

majority. Museus & Iftikar (2013) also emphasize how Asianization operates to “(re)shape 

laws and policies that affect Asian Americans and influence Asian American identities and 

experiences” (p. 23). Thus, the racialization of Asian America is an ideological construction 

intended to organize policies, legislations, and discourses to serve dominant interests. 

2. Transnational Contexts emphasize the importance of national and international contexts 

and how these borders have shaped historical and contemporary economic, political, and 

social conditions of Asian Americans (E. Lee, 2015; Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Specifically, this 

tenet recognizes how transnational contexts and processes such as imperialism, 

international wars, political relations, emerging global economies and markets, and 

migration have uniquely influenced the conditions of Asian Americans.  

3. (Re)Constructive History refers to the construction of an Asian American historical narrative 

in response to the purposeful racial exclusion of Asian Americans in U.S. history (Takaki, 

1998). This notion encompasses the re-analysis of history to expose racism towards Asian 
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Americans, the transcendence of Asian American erasure and silencing, and the subsequent 

development of a historical narrative that recognizes the lived experiences and 

contributions of Asian Americans (Umemoto, 1989). Importantly, (re)constructive history 

also functions to inform a more progressive and equitable future for Asian Americans and 

other POC by recognizing critical insights from the past and applying it to present or future 

contexts. 

4. Strategic (Anti)Essentialism acknowledges the social construction of racial categories for 

various purposes (Spivak, 1987). This tenet functions to complicate the political, social, and 

economic forces that dictate racial hierarchies and oppress Asian Americans through broad 

racialized categorizations by recognizing how Asian Americans also (re)construct and 

(re)define categories to make impacts as well. Simultaneously, strategic (anti) essentialism 

considers the potentially circuitous and contradictory effects of racial categorization (e.g., 

engaging in Asian American advocacy may improve conditions for Asian Americans and 

reinforce Othering moves at the same time). Therefore, the tenet contends that strong 

research and advocacy must generate understanding of a panethnic Asian American 

community while also recognizing the diversity inherent within the population (Espiritu, 

2008; Museus & Iftikar, 2013, Spivak, 1987). 

5. Intersectionality considers how various systems of oppression, such as gender, class, and 

sexuality, intersect to affect the Asian American identity and experience (Crenshaw, 1990; 

Eng, 2001; Prasso, 2005). Though this notion rejects the evaluation of one system of 

oppression as better or worse than another, it also acknowledges that an analysis of specific 

systems as well as intersectional examinations provide “crucial insights about the 

environments, curriculum, policies, programs, practices, processes, or issues that affect 

Asian Americans within the given situation” (Museus & Iftikar, 2013).  
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6. Story, Theory, and Praxis highlights the importance of counterstories, theoretical work, and 

practice towards the aim of transformative change, particularly of Asian Americans who 

have been historically erased and disregarded by U.S. history curriculum and realms of 

academia (Delgado, 1989, 1995; Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Importantly, this tenet also 

“recognizes the relevance of imperial scholarship, or the notion that the voices of people of 

color and work of intellectuals of color have been historically marginalized in academia” 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 27). To counter this, AsianCrit centers the work of Asian 

American scholars. 

7. Commitment to Social Justice extends CRT’s activist agenda by advocating for the end of all 

racism and other systems of subordination (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). 

Collectively, these principles form the theoretical framework used in this study to contextualize the lived 

realities and experiences of Asian Americans in U.S. society; simultaneously, these tenets act as an 

analytic tool to understand the complex ways in which Asian Americans experience racism and 

discrimination. In addition to these tenets, this study also draws from centralisms originating from CRT 

scholars (e.g., Delgado’s [1989] conception of “master narratives” or “stock stories”). For the sake of 

brevity, I describe these more fully when relevant to the specific analysis.  

Theoretical Commitments 

This study draws directly from the emergent AsianCrit framework of Museus and Iftikar (2013). 

This particular work has been more commonly used as an analytical tool applied to education and 

sociology domains; it has been more rarely used to analyze literature (for an exception, see Rodriguez & 

Kim, 2018). Accordingly, it is important to articulate how this conceptual lens will inform a study of 

picturebooks.  

AsianCrit directs this study in the following ways: (1) I centralize the Asian American experience 

and draw attention to the storying by and about Asian Americans in the U.S., (2) I use AsianCrit as an 
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analytical tool to understand ways in which Asian Americans are racialized in picturebooks, (3) I offer 

implications and next steps for the domain of kid lit to move towards social justice aims, and (4) I 

commit to amplifying the scholarly and literary work of Asian American academics, writers, and artists as 

an act of resistance against Asian American invisibility and erasure. In the following, I provide further 

explanation of how specific tenets of AsianCrit (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) informed this study.  

First and foremost, this study is an examination of Asian American representation. The tenet of 

Asianization recognizes the distinctive manner in which U.S. society racializes people of Asian descent, 

including through their conflation into a singular mass and by way of stereotyping models. To 

understand the publishing growth of Asian American picturebooks over time, I disrupt the Asianizing 

practice of conflating Asians and Asian Americans in research on children’s literature. I also identify 

stereotyping mechanisms within Asian American picturebooks using the tropes of Asianization as an 

analytical guide. Consequently, the notion of Asianization informs the goals and methodological 

processes of this study.  

The tenets of strategic (anti)essentialism and intersectionality informs my construction of Asian 

Americans in this study, as well as the study’s methodological phases. Museus and Iftikar (2013) 

suggested that 

Effective research and activism should generate an understanding of Asian American 
communities as a whole and build on the possibilities for unity provided by the larger racial 
category while recognizing and developing intricate knowledge of the diversity and complexity 
that exists within these populations. (p. 26) 
 

Thus, it is of chief importance to simultaneously acknowledge that (a) a panethnic and collective Asian 

American advocacy may be useful in promoting the advancement of Asian American communities and 

issues even as it reifies racial categories, and (b) the depth and breadth of the Asian diaspora, and 

consequently the Asian American identity and experience, include countless experiences and unique 

intersections of identity affiliations, culture, (in)equity, and (in)visibility. In other words, an investigation 
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of Asian American representation must grapple with both panethnic representation as well as specific 

heritage representation, as these socially constructed categories are both embraced and challenged. 

To address such complexities, I investigate representations of Asian Americans in children’s 

literature in both broad and narrow fashions. In Phase One of this study, the examination of publication 

growth and trends provides a collective and panethnic snapshot of the delights, debates, and dilemmas 

(Harris, 1996) of the Asian American picturebook text. In Phase Two of this study, the examination of 

picturebooks analyzes both genres and racial/heritage representations. This is in order to provide an 

anti-essentialist and intersectional analysis of who is represented in Asian American picturebooks as well 

as explore the strategic use of racial categorization for various purposes. The tenet of transnational 

contexts also plays a central role in this analysis of literature as it describes ways in which nativistic 

racism and international military and economic forces affect whose stories are told and how.  

Finally, this study is heavily influenced by the tenets of (re)constructive history; story, theory, 

and practice; and commitment to social justice. In my analysis of Asian American picturebooks, I expose 

racist and discriminatory tropes, practices, and perspectives pervading the text set and draw attention 

to the resistance and agency of Asian American authors and illustrators. The purpose of this is to 

counter the silencing of Asian American voices while still acknowledging racialized constructions of Asian 

American identity and experience. This is essential, as CRT rejects the notion of ahistoricism, to the end 

that it is invested in unearthing racism in the lives and histories of POC (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 

Consequently, I consider how representations of Asian Americans are informed by historical contexts as 

well as broader systems of racialization affecting other POC. The naming and exposure of racialized 

representations and issues in Asian American picturebooks, as well as kid lit as an industry, is a critical 

step towards the eradication of oppressive practices, as it allows for critique and deconstruction of 

systems that may disenfranchise Asian Americans in the dominant U.S. society (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001; Freire, 1970).  
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Asian American Representations in U.S. History 

In this section, I provide a historical overview of the enduring representations of Asian 

Americans in U.S. society and point out pertinent political and social implications. Drawing on the 

models of representation asserted in the Asianization tenet of AsianCrit, I unpack common constructions 

of the Asian American identity that are particularly relevant to this study.  

I begin with representations because, as a form of naming, it also is utilized as social control. 

More than describing a reality, Brown (1993) points out that representations “. . . constitute that social 

reality, insofar as societies are discursively enacted” (p. 29); therefore, different representations carry 

with them their own accountabilities, allowances, and treatments. Representations of Asian American 

identity are infinite and subject to unique intersections (Crenshaw, 1990) of social markers, and to list or 

describe them in the brief pages here is an impossibly large task. For the sake of brevity and clarity, I 

cluster the most persistent representations of Asians and Asian Americans into two groups, including a 

“Yellow Peril” model and the model minority model.  

From the late nineteenth century and up to the 1960s, much of what was written about Asian 

Americans was purposed to obstruct further immigration of Asians or inhibit their social mobility 

(Schlund-Vials et al., 2015). Yang (2004) pointed out how these efforts were rooted in the ideology of 

the “Yellow Peril,” in which Asians were depicted as uncivilized, dangerous, and primitive beings of the 

occult who were ready to invade and take over America. Chinese immigrants were described in print to 

be “treacherous, sensual, cowardly, and cruel” (Saxton, 1971) and Filipino Americans were reported to 

be morally and intellectually inferior (E. Lee, 2015). The rhetoric used to describe Asians was influenced 

primarily by race however; Dower (1986) noted that “the vision of the menace from the East was always 

more racial rather than national. It derived from . . . a vague and ominous sense of the vast, faceless, 

nameless yellow horde: the rising tide, indeed, of color” (p. x). During this time, Asians were represented 

in numerous ways: the Oriental, the Asian menace, the Chinaman, Jap, Fu Manchu, the exoticized Suzy 
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Wong, Yellow Devil and more. Such slurs share the commonality of perceiving Asians as peoples not to 

be trusted.  

Additionally, in response to early fears by White Americans that Chinese laborers were taking 

their jobs, many Chinese immigrants took jobs in which they would not be seen as competing for the 

white male workforce and became laundry workers and later, restaurant workers (Goyette, 2014). 

Fittingly, this time period may be characterized by its discriminatory immigration policies, including the 

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (which notably barred Chinese “lunatics” and “idiots” from U.S. borders), 

further exclusion acts in 1888, 1892, and 1902, the Japanese Exclusion Act, the Immigration Act of 1924, 

and a repealing of legislation in 1943 that sanctioned a contemptible quota of 105 Chinese immigrants 

annually (Yen, 2000). This legal history is important to note here, as it directly supports the continued 

racialized representation of Asians as excluded, unwanted, and disregarded. 

This sustained exclusion of Asian immigrants was notably lifted with the Immigration Act of 

1965; this legislation in conjunction with the end of the Vietnam War, dramatically changed population 

demographics by allowing the entry of Asians over a wide diaspora but notably increasing the numbers 

of Chinese, Taiwanese, Filipino, Korean, and Indian groups (Schlund-Vials et al., 2015). However, as Jun 

(2015) points out, “despite access to citizenship, Asian Americans continue to signify within the national 

imaginary as racially particular and as foreign to the national culture” (p. 23).  

This is evidenced by the public response to the Asian immigrants and refugees who carved out 

economic, geographic, and cultural niches in which they could congregate as a community to avoid 

physical threats of violence and accusations of racial competition and interference (Trinh Vo, 2015). 

Spaces like Chinatown have been ghettoized and depicted as “sites of impoverishment, filth, and 

intractable crime” (Y. Chang, 2015, p. 72); concurrently, cultural stereotypes of Asians as Triad gang 

members, martial arts masters, underworld lords, sensual masseuses, laundry workers, and dragon 

ladies have flourished and continue to endure. These geopolitical images, all shrouded in mystery and 
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the criminal, present Asians primarily as being exotic, or unlike Whites. Ironically, the anti-Asian 

sentiment and discriminatory legal barriers that pushed Asians toward specific roles and spaces is little 

acknowledged. 

However, the most common contemporary representation of Asian Americans is that of the 

“model minority.” Ignoring the vast differences in social, economic, and political power distinct Asian 

groups hold, the stereotype posits Asian Americans as a singular population that has successfully pulled 

itself up by its bootstraps, overcoming social and racial barriers to attain educational, occupational, and 

financial success (Parikh, 2015). Meant to commend Asian Americans for their cultural values that have 

enabled social and financial mobility, the model minority is painted as group characterized by hard work, 

family values, higher education, and most importantly, “the preservation of the status quo” (Yen, 2000, 

p. 2).  

As a result, Asian Americans have frequently been portrayed in media as intellectually superior 

and wealthy, occupying roles as nerds and geeks, as well as doctors, lawyers, and Ivy League graduates. 

It is worth mentioning that these representations are largely praised because of the way they are 

perceived to assimilate neatly into American standards of acceptable behavior. As President Ronald 

Reagan famously asserted, Asian Americans “preserve [the American Dream] by living up to the bedrock 

values” of America (Takaki, p. 474-75 as cited by Yen, 2000).  

Considering that just two decades earlier, depictions of Asians and Asian values were 

overwhelmingly negative, President Reagan’s declaration was surprising. However, various political, 

historical, and social factors influenced this change in opinion. Most notably, the passage of the 

Immigration Act of 1965 allowed for a mass influx of Asians into the United States. These persons were 

primarily drawn from specific classes; consequently, Asian immigrants were largely from wealthy, 

educated, and professional backgrounds and lifted the political and social status held by the Asian 

community (E. Lee, 2015; Yen, 2000). Post-World War II political efforts to paint the U.S. in more 



 38 

flattering, anti-racist light to an international audience also affected national dialogue around Asian 

Americans; these efforts were extended to admit an influx of “war brides” and refugees after the 

Vietnam War (E. Lee, 2015).  

Around this period, the Civil Rights Movement was also in full force. Not only did this support 

the political activism of Asians who demanded equal rights and protections, but it also pitted Asians and 

their growing economic success against other social groups, notably Black Americans, whom, as a 

community were consumed with fighting their own representations as poor, criminal, and inferior to 

Whites (Chow, 2017; Parikh, 2015; Prashad, 2000). This narrative has been perpetuated for decades; Ji-

song Ku (2015) observed that “as a signifier of race in the United States…yellow shares secondary status 

with brown and red [as pejoratives] in the powerful white-black binary that has come to dominate racial 

discourse” (p. 245). Asian Americanist Nadia Kim (1997) posited that such a “field of racial positions” (p. 

106) has had the consequence of upholding a “racial triangulation” in which the positioning of Asian 

Americans is always located in reference to White and Black Americans. Functionally, this conception 

relies on a process of relative valorization in which White Americans valorize Asian Americans relative to 

Black Americans to the effect that both Black and Asian Americans are subjugated. Synchronously, 

White Americans construct Asian Americans as foreign and Other to prevent them from full civic 

membership. Remarkably, Kim (1997) traced this pattern of racial triangulation from the mid 1800s to 

the present.  

I provide this brief history for two reasons. Firstly, I point out that the model minority 

representation, like those embodied in the yellow peril model, has been carefully constructed and 

maintained in U.S. history. It upholds racist and discriminatory legal history and acts to divert attention 

from structural and systemic crises affecting Asian Americans while simultaneously pitting them against 

Black Americans, as well as other groups (E. Lee, 2015; Ng et al., 2007; Yen, 2000). Throughout this 

context, White supremacy is maintained. Secondly, the branding of Asian Americans as the model 
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minority cannot be separated from the act of assimilation—assimilation into American values and 

notions of behavior and ideology, but also the quiet acquiescence into specific roles of “perpetual 

foreigner” or “honorary White” (Tuan, 1998). After all, the label of the model minority does not attempt 

to negate its minority status but only point out that it is the best of the “racialized Others” (Tuan, 1998). 

L. Park (2015) discerned the paradoxical nature of this logic, writing  

Asian Americans . . . are compelled to adapt their history to fit into an Orientalist drama that 
requires they play the outsiders . . . to establish their legitimate role as insiders. In essence, 
Asian Americans must be foreign in order to fit into the United States. (p. 17) 
 

Thus, though Asian Americans have been characterized in ways that cross a binary of “good” and “bad,” 

I argue that these representations are bound by a racialized history that primarily continues to position 

the Asian American as foreign.  

These representations persist in television, film, and other social domains such as sports, music, 

and art. However, of primary interest to this study is how these representations persist and manifest in 

literature particularly for young children.   

Asian American Children’s Literature 

In this section, I provide a background of Asian American children’s literature and scholarship. 

An overview of publication growth and trends is provided in order to provide a rationale for examining 

the CCBC’s data of books by and/or about AP/APAs as reflected in Phase One of this study. Following 

this, I provide a review of the scholarship on Asian American children’s literature to situate this study in 

the work of other scholars and to identify how it fills gaps of children’s literature research. In particular, 

by examining the application of critical theories to children’s literature, I clarify the significance of 

foregrounding racial subjectivities and expound on theoretical and literary outcomes of critical content 

analyses.  
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Publication Trends 

The domain of Asian children’s literature has been historically stark; prior to the 1980s, 

children’s stories rarely featured Asians and those that did often portrayed negative stereotypes (Leu, 

2002). The number of books with protagonists, authors, or illustrators that were POC has historically 

been marginal but the multicultural children’s literature movement (see Klein, 1998), likely sparked by 

Larrick’s (1965) article in The Saturday Review and the civil rights and feminist movements of the 1960s 

and 70s (Cai, 2002; Sims Bishop, 1987; Taxel, 1997), had the effect of growing the number of 

multicultural children’s trade books and –more recently– diversifying the authorship of children’s books. 

The annual statistics about diversity trends in children’s books compiled by the CCBC show two 

important trends regarding AP/APA representation. First, the number of books by and about AP/APAs 

has been historically marginal. During the 1990s, approximately 1-2% of books received by the CCBC 

were by and about AP/APAs, while throughout the first decade of the 2000s, these percentages climbed 

to approximately 4-5% (CCBC, 2017). However, the second trend that is observable from their annual 

statistics is that within the past 5 years, these numbers have increased significantly. The growth 

documented over the last few years are particularly noteworthy. After over a decade in which the 

number of books about AP/APAs hovered between 64 books to 98 books, in 2016, the number of books 

about AP/APAs jumped to 240, and then increased further to 312 and 314 in 2017 and 2018, 

respectively (CCBC, 2019). The increasing numbers indicate that books about AP/APAs are on the rise 

and that representation has improved significantly.  

However, it is important to examine these statistics further. When the CCBC first began 

documenting Asian representation in children’s literature in 1994, they tracked it using the qualifier “by 

and about”; this categorization lasted until 2001 (CCBC, 2017). In the following years, this category was 

divided to denote the books “by” (including authored by or illustrated by) AP/APAs and “about” 

AP/APAs separately. The distinction indicates that there are books that are written or illustrated by 
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Asians that may or may not include Asian content, as well as books that include Asian content that are 

written by non-Asians. In fact, in a follow up blog post regarding their 2016 statistics, the CCBC clarified 

that out of 212 books by authors and illustrators of Asian/Pacific heritage, 65%, or 137 of these books, 

did not include Asian/Pacific cultural content (Schliesman, 2017). 

Additionally, out of the 237 books in 2016 that contained significant AP/APA content, only 32%, 

or 75 books, were written by authors and illustrators of Asian/Pacific heritage (Schliesman, 2017). 

Similar findings have been made in 2017, where they received 310 books containing AP/APA content; 

yet, only 122 of these titles, or 39.35%, were by authors and/or illustrators of Asian/Pacific heritage 

(Tyner, 2018). These numbers may be even further divided by examining the distinction between 

authors and illustrators, as a number of these texts may be written by non-Asian/Pacific authors but be 

illustrated one. It is critical to acknowledge the fact that the significant majority of books with Asian 

content are representations of Asian culture, identity, and experience that are created by non-Asians. 

Consequently, these statistics are essential to examine more closely because they are imbued with 

issues that have been troubling the domain of children’s literature for decades, namely authorship and 

authenticity.  

Award-winning author Jacqueline Woodson (1998) explained why the rise of diverse content by 

“outsiders” is problematic, saying, “As a black person, it is easy to tell who has and who has not been 

inside ‘my house’. . . [People of Color] want the chance to tell our own stories, to tell them honestly and 

openly” (para. 13). Woodson contended that when authors write outside their own cultures there is a 

high likelihood of false or problematic representation. She also conceded the presence of an implicit and 

structural system within the mainstream publishing industry in which diverse representation is 

restricted by arbitrary quotas, thereby limiting the contributions of POC. Asian American author Ellen Oh 

(2016a) said further, “White writers don’t have to worry about writing main characters that are white 

and being told ‘Oh we have a white story already so we have to pass.’ . . . We get 1 maybe 2 books 



 42 

allocated to Asian stories –so when it is taken by a white author writing about Asian stories –guess what 

happens to the Asian writer trying to write their own stories” (para. 2). These perspectives shed light on 

the complexity behind mere statistical improvement; as the CCBC observed, “Visibility is critical, and so, 

too, is authenticity” (Tyner, 2018). While the uptick of Asian authors and illustrators, as well as Asian 

content, is a positive trend, the stories themselves, and the contexts in which diverse voices and forms 

of meaning are welcomed and supported, must be examined further to more accurately understand the 

phenomenon.    

It is also important to clarify that the CCBC’s annual documentation of multicultural literature 

does not distinguish between genres, topics, or cultural specificity (CCBC, 2017). This means that Asian 

American books are subsumed under the broad categorization of Asian/Pacific literature, and the 

approximate number of Asian American books published each year are generally unknown and 

untracked (see Leu, 2002 for an exception; her dissertation study categorized Asian/Pacific and Asian 

American literature from 1945-1999). Considering that Asian/Pacific literature includes a wide variety of 

books such as fiction, nonfiction, animal stories, traditional literature and folk tales, manga and graphic 

literature, and more, it is safe to say that only a fraction of the numbers documented by the CCBC reflect 

books that depict the bicultural Asian American identity and experience. This study contributes to the 

field by providing an updated examination of Asian American children’s literature; this will include 

quantitative documentation of Asian American literature from the past 26 years and an analysis of how 

Asian American identity and experience are portrayed within the corpus.  

Research on Asian American Children’s Literature 

The general scarcity of Asian American books has had an effect on the academy as well. There 

are comparatively fewer studies on Asian American children’s literature than Black American or Latinx 

children’s literature (Dahlen, 2019), and these have often been relegated to special-issue status. For 

example, in 2002 the Society for the Study of Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United States (MELUS) put 
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out a special issue on ethnic American children’s literature in which four articles included discussion of 

Asian American writers (though two of these focused on one author, Lawrence Yep). Children’s 

Literature Association Quarterly also edited a special issue on multiculturalism in 2003 that included two 

relevant articles (again, one of which was a feature on Lawrence Yep). In 2006, editors Dolores de 

Manuel and Rocio G. Davis dedicated an issue of The Lion and the Unicorn to Asian American children’s 

literature, the first and only one of its kind to solely attend to Asian American writers, content, and 

stories.  

Aside from these works, which leaned more heavily towards the exploration of adolescent 

literature and were the result of purposeful efforts to publish more Asian American content, there have 

also been a number of journal articles, book chapters, and longer-length publications concerning Asian 

American children’s literature published. De Manuel and Davis (2006) pointed out that the majority of 

these works are book reviews, recommended booklists, summaries, selection guides, annotated 

bibliographies, and teachers’ guides. For example, children’s literature scholar and librarian Junko 

Yokota has published extensively on selecting and using Asian and Asian American children’s literature 

in classrooms and libraries (1993, 2009, 2010) and has contributed to presenting Asian American 

children’s literature as a window or sliding glass door (Sims Bishop, 1990) for mainstream audiences as 

well as a “vehicle for international understanding” (Dahlen, 2019, p. 17). 

A number of research studies examining Asian children’s literature have used textual or content 

analysis, setting a strong precedent for investigating cultural representations in literature. Early research 

examining the representations of Asian peoples in books found that historically, depictions of Asian 

Americans in children’s stories have been “grossly misleading” (Council on Interracial Books for Children 

Bulletin, 1976, p. 3) in that they produce racist, sexist, and elitist subtexts. Schwartz’s (1977) seminal 

analysis of The Five Chinese Brothers concluded that the images of Chinese people were caricatured as 

one-dimensional, uncivilized creatures; this was later corroborated in an essay by Aoki (1981) in which 
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she reflected on her own uncomfortable memories of having the book read aloud to her in a classroom. 

Such representations conjure up notions of Asians as yellow perils, being both crafty and devious in 

nature (Museus & Iftikar, 2013).  

Later studies examining the cultural depictions in texts documented improvement via the 

inclusion of more positive portrayals (Cai, 1994; Harada, 1996, 1998; A. Louie, 1993), though a majority 

of the texts surveyed were still noted to hold biased, culturally inauthentic, or stereotypical images. For 

example, the notable scholarship of Mingshui Cai (1994, 2002), largely focused on depictions of Chinese 

and Chinese American identity and culture in children’s literature, documented the inclination of these 

texts to emphasize cultural traditions and celebrations rather than contemporary life. A study by Susina 

(1991) of Vietnamese American children’s literature observed that while the books were intended to 

embrace a changing– and more multicultural– American landscape through its exploration of 

Vietnamese culture, the White authors implicitly demonstrated xenophobic cultural assumptions that 

showcased ambivalence and hostility towards Vietnamese American immigrants. It seems that Ai-Ling 

Louie (1993) observed correctly, that “it seems we have not totally rid ourselves of the past patterns of 

American literature, in which Asian Americans were viewed as weak and inferior” (p. 126). 

Contemporary scholarship has acknowledged the persistence of stereotypical representations in 

Asian American literature, interrogating the issue further by examining these more intersectionally 

(Crenshaw, 1990) to include notions of gender and social class. B. Louie (2005) surveyed Korean 

American juvenile literature in order to trace the progression of traditional Korean values in a new 

American context, finding that Korean American children were often portrayed in complex and 

gendered roles as immigrants, family members, and carriers of a traumatic national history. Endo (2009) 

analyzed two novels by Lisa Yee, Millicent Min, Girl Genius (2002) and Stanford Wong Flunks Big-Time 

(2005), in order to compare and contrast contemporary Chinese American youth identities. In her 

analysis, Endo shed light on how Asian American representations of femininity and masculinity are 
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complicated by cultural stereotypes and thus provides evidence of how characters are Asianized 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) through overlapping and intersecting models of racialization. Son and Sung 

(2015) studied the experiences of Korean American children represented in picturebooks and 

emphasized that even surface-level distinctions, such as characterizations as immigrants or adoptees, 

were further divided according to more complicated factors such as levels of language proficiency, age 

of arrival, length of stay in the U.S., familiarity with U.S. and/or Korean culture, and so on.  

 More recently, there has been more research investigating more complex representations of 

Asian Americans as immigrants (Dong, 2013; Sung, 2009; Wee & Park, 2015; Yi, 2014), refugees 

(Chattarji, 2010; Hope, 2007), transnational and transracial adoptees (Kokkola, 2011; S. Park, 2009; Sun, 

2016) and folktale characters (Lee, & Ebbeck, 2011; Levy, 2000; Roy, 2008). However, Rodriguez & Kim 

(2018) point out that much of this research has been on East Asian representations thereby distorting 

the representation of Asian American scholarship (for an exception, see Dong, 2010). For example, 

several children’s literature studies have focused on Chinese/Chinese representations (e.g., M. Chen, 

2009; Zhang, 2011), Korean/Korean American representations (e.g., Sung, 2009; Wee et al., 2015; Yi, 

2014), and Japan/Japanese American representations (e.g., Kelley, 2008; Wee et al., 2018) but there 

have been far fewer studies on South Asian and Southeast Asian American representations. This is a 

significant pattern within Asian American scholarship that must be exposed, as the tenet of Asianization 

considers the subsumption of the Asian diaspora into a monolith– in this case, an East Asian monolith– 

as one of the prime mechanisms of racialization against Asian Americans.  

In addition to this imbalance of Asian representation, scholars have found that Asian American 

literature itself is subject to redundancies. Yoo-Lee, Fowler, Adkins, Kim, and Davis (2014) found that 

Asian American children’s literature “repeatedly [explores] the same themes” (p. 328); namely, 

immigration, assimilation, and language conflicts. This is important to acknowledge, particularly because 

it implies that other stories remain invisible and untold.  
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In a dissertation study, Leu (2002) examined 275 Asian/Asian Pacific children’s books published 

between 1945 and 1999 to trace the development of an Asian American identity and determined that 

literature depicting Chinese Americans included diverse characters spanning a spectrum from 

contracted laborers to elite class immigrants to 2nd and 3rd generation acculturated children. However, 

the overwhelming majority of the stories centered on characters negotiating an American status and 

identity. Similar findings were recorded using Japanese American, Korean American, Vietnamese 

American, and Indian American literature; Leu identified the overarching theme of the corpus to be 

overcoming racial prejudice and stereotype. Of course, this is a central issue to Asian American identity 

and therefore, Leu’s findings are not surprising. Yet, the function of the repetitive content in these texts 

must be acknowledged as they support the construction of a “single story” whereby stereotypes begin 

and are preserved (Adichie, 2009). Adichie warned, “[This] is how to create a single story, show a people 

as one thing, and only one thing, over and over again, and that is what they become” (n.p.). 

Undoubtably, the single story for Asian Americans in children’s literature is one of being an outsider, 

though the way in which this occurs is complex and nuanced in various texts.  

 Critical content analyses of Asian American children’s literature have cropped up in the last 

decade, setting a precedent for the present study. However, it is the case that nearly all of these have 

focused more directly on a specific cultural/heritage identity. In her dissertation study, Yoo Kyung Sung 

(2009) examined 24 Korean American picturebooks using postcolonial and Orientalism frameworks. 

Sung contended that the collective and panethnic identity of Asian America largely obscures and 

misrepresents Korean Americans in picturebooks by reinforcing stereotypes that confuse Korean 

Americans with Asian Americans of other heritage identities. Another study (Wee et al., 2015) of Korean 

picturebooks, which included many Korean American texts, came to similar conclusions and noted that 

Korean culture was often exoticized in stories. Wee, Kura, and Kim (2018) used a framework of critical 

theory and multicultural education to examine representations of Japanese culture in picturebooks. 
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Though the authors acknowledged the vast differences between the experiences and narratives of 

Japanese characters vs. Japanese American characters, both types of books are included in their 

analysis. Among their findings was that Japanese Americans were often described as silent or passive in 

particular contexts, such as in historical fiction narratives centering Japanese American incarceration 

experiences. This finding is particularly relevant to this study, as it emphasizes how cultural 

representations are nuanced by context and genre.  

Notably, a study by Rodriguez and Kim (2018) explored Asian American picturebooks using 

AsianCrit. They conducted an analysis of 21 books that were published between 2007 and 2017. Their 

work, which highlighted the AsianCrit tenet of strategic (anti)essentialism (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) found 

that the great majority of the texts centered on East Asian Americans and that only five texts focused on 

Southeast Asian experiences and only two texts focused on South Asian Americans. Similar to the 

methodological focus of this present study, their work also examined genre among the picturebooks and 

found that the majority of texts were realistic fiction, followed by historical fiction and biography; for 

the most part, these texts privileged portrayals of ethnic food, cultural traditions and customs, family, 

and language. Importantly, the authors contended that these texts were rife with Asianizing (Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013) stereotypes, particularly as forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998) and as model minorities, 

though they also noted improvements in diverse representations.  

Rodriguez and Kim’s (2018) study represents one of the only studies of Asian American 

children’s literature that uses AsianCrit as a theoretical framework. As such, their work offers several 

insights relevant to this present study. Firstly, the authors pointed out that Asian American texts often 

mention race or racism but are not explicit in detail, which contributes to Asian American invisibility in 

history and literature and “removes responsibility for injustice from its perpetrators” (p. 23). This 

reminder is critical, as AsianCrit and CRT both refute the notion of ahistoricism and thus are deeply 

invested in unearthing racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Secondly, their findings connect the 
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disruption of Asian essentialism with culturally authenticity– that is, the “presence of values consistent 

with a particular culture and accuracy of cultural details in text and illustrations” (Yoo-Lee, 2014, p. 326 

as cited in Rodriguez & Kim, 2018, p. 23). Moreover, cultural authenticity is specifically linked to the 

authors’ heritage identities (#OwnVoices).  

Both of these insights influence the present study. Firstly, my analysis seeks to expose race and 

racism in Asian American picturebooks. As Rodriguez and Kim (2018) observe, this must be done 

explicitly and overtly and be linked to its perpetrators. In particular, in this study I explore how the 

publishing industry creates conditions for racializing depictions that must be understood and named 

(see chapter 7 for more information). I also investigate how representations of Asian Americans are 

directly and indirectly tied to the maintenance of a “field of racial positions” (N. Kim, 1997) in which 

Asian Americans are constructed in relation to Black and White Americans. More simply, the 

representations of Asian Americans do not stand alone but are understood in relation to White 

supremacy. Secondly, the notion that cultural authenticity is represented differently according to the 

author/illustrator’s racial/cultural/social identities, suggests that representations of Asian Americans 

must be analyzed in tandem with who is constructing the representations. Subsequently, I consider the 

presence and absence of #OwnVoices within texts and genres and how this impacts the Asianization 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of narratives.  

 In regard to the overall body of literature centering Asian American children’s literature, Korean 

American scholar Sarah Park Dahlen (2019) asserted, “There is still insufficient research on [Asian 

American] literature, its use in libraries and classrooms, and its effects on readers and readers’ 

understanding of the Asian diaspora” (p. 17). To further demonstrate this point, Dahlen pointed out that 

the first edition of Keywords for Children’s Literature (2011), edited by scholars Philip Nel and Lissa Paul, 

failed to include a chapter on Asian Americans and that a textbook surveying Asian American literature 

does not exist, while other scholars such as Rodriguez and Kim (2018) have corroborated the limited 
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body of research centering on Asian American children’s literature. While much progress has been 

made, particularly over the last decade, it is clear that Asian American children’s literature is in need of 

further recognition and exploration.  

In particular, two clear gaps have emerged that are addressed in the present study. First, the 

imbalance of heritage representation necessitates redress in the scholarship. The AsianCrit tenet of 

story, theory, and praxis (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) emphasize that “stories inform theory and practice, 

theory guides practice, and practice can excavate stories and utilize theory for positive transformative 

purposes” (p. 27). This suggests that the researcher and the subject being researched are intertwined; 

consequently, disrupting Asianizing tendencies in scholarship then influences the field of literature itself. 

In response, I conduct an analysis specifically on racial/heritage representations in order to examine 

who is reflected in Asian American literature and also in order to expose who is erased, silenced, and 

ignored.  

Second, there is a sharp need for a focused interrogation of a panethnic advocacy (Espiritu, 

1992) within Asian American children’s literature. The body of work reviewed here largely falls into two 

categories: there is the research that centers on specific heritage representations (with a majority 

examining East Asian heritages), and there is the research that centers Asian and Asian American texts 

together. In contrast, there is considerably less research of Asian American literature that grapples with 

the strategic (anti) essentialism (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) endemic to the Asian American identity– that 

is, work that both recognizes specificity in cultural/heritage identity and contextualizes it in a panethnic 

collective American identity, while balancing the dual subjectivities. As Museus & Iftikar (2013) suggest, 

all research that advocates for Asian Americans must advocate for the “well-being of all [emphasis 

added] those within these communities” (p. 26). In part, this is why I prioritize the use of AsianCrit as a 

guiding framework for this study, as I endeavor to both challenge and embrace panethnic constructions 

of Asian American identity alongside culturally specific constructions.  
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Summary 

 In this chapter, I have laid out key constructs and terminology used in this study and articulated 

the theoretical framework undergirding this research—AsianCrit (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). This 

conceptual lens is used to explain two bodies of literature that provide a background and context for 

this study. Firstly, I presented a historical progression of representations of Asian Americans in U.S. 

society. These representations are racialized constructions of Asian Americans that are described in the 

AsianCrit tenet of Asianization (i.e., racialization of Asian Americans) which include the conflation of 

Asian groups into a monolith and the representation of Asian Americans as model minorities, perpetual 

foreigners (Tuan, 1998) and threats of yellow peril. Secondly, I provide a history and background of 

Asian American children’s literature and scholarship. This body of work has similarly grappled with 

racializing tendencies, chiefly through the neglect of South and Southeast Asian American perspectives 

and the failure to explore a panethnic Asian American advocacy. The present study is situated within 

these historical, socio-cultural, and political layers and offers a comprehensive and immersive review of 

representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks.   
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

 
 

In this chapter, I present an overview of the methodological framework informing this study. 

The following sections are included: (1) qualitative critical content analysis, (2) study design, (3) Phase 

One, (4) Phase Two, (5) researcher positionality, and 6) a summary of the chapter.  

Qualitative Critical Content Analysis 

This study employs a qualitative research approach that aligns with much social science research 

that purposes to examine, describe, or challenge a phenomenon such as a belief, behavior, or practice 

(Creswell, 2013). The phenomenon in question in this present study are the constructed representations 

of Asian Americans in picturebooks. To explore these representations in texts, I draw from social 

constructivist and critical paradigms. Creswell (2013) drew several connections to qualitative inquiry and 

social constructivist, or interpretivist, worldviews and observed that in a social constructivist paradigm, 

understanding and meaning are socially and historically negotiated, as opposed to static, and are 

complex and fluid. Accordingly, I assume that findings emerge through investigation, that 

interpretations are located in particular times, spaces, and social contexts, and that realities are created 

and shaped by social, cultural, political, and economic factors (Creswell, 2013; Short, 2017). 

Particularly germane to biculturalism, Maxwell (2013) suggested that variation within a 

phenomenon is critical to understand. Because bicultural, and Asian American, individuals have 

historically been marginalized, silenced, and invisible, the contribution of qualitative research is often a 

platform to illuminate the Other, and in particular the diverse range of who the Other may be. 

Consequently, a qualitative methodology supports an investigation into Asian American representation 

in two parts: first, by locating and describing Asian American representation within the larger body of 

children’s literature attributed to Asians in the U.S., and second, by investigating the myriad 

representations of Asian American identity, culture, and experience in the picturebooks themselves.  
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As this study examines representations of Asian Americans in texts, critical content analysis was 

selected as an appropriate research method. Content analysis is a well-established research 

methodology that is used to examine various texts, whether in the form of traditional print (e.g., 

literature, editorial and journalistic content, transcripts) or more multimodal applications (e.g., 

advertising images, illustrations, social media, film and television programming). The examination of text 

begins with the description and interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2013; White & Marsh, 2006) and is 

followed by a process of coding and categorization to reveal themes or patterns within the data 

(Creswell, 2013). The resultant themes and codes from the texts are then interpreted to relevant 

contexts of use (Krippendorf, 2004) through analytical constructs based on various theoretical 

frameworks and research approaches. Accordingly, I use the term “content and thematic analysis” to 

account for the examination of content as well as themes more specifically, though the 

conceptualization of “content analysis” and “content and thematic analysis” may be used 

interchangeably in this study. 

While content analysis broadly describes the research method for describing and interpreting 

texts, the “critical” modifier adds on a guiding framework for the analysis that is used to identify and 

confront sources of power and inequality (Beach et al., 2009; Short, 2017). To engage in these 

processes, the researcher must foreground his/her own reflexivity, purposefully maintain a critical focus, 

and commit to efforts that seek transformation and activism outside the scholarly realm (Short, 2017). 

By doing so, analysis of a text reveals “what text is about” as opposed to “what authors do” (Galda et al., 

2000); this analysis also locates the social, political, and cultural contexts in which texts are created as 

well as read. The critical design is particularly useful as it centers socio-political and socio-cultural 

perspectives and allows for analytic examination of and reflection upon issues of cultural representation 

(Botelho & Rudman, 2009). 
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In this study, the “critical” modifier alludes to the specific guiding framework of AsianCrit, a 

subset of Critical Race Theory (CRT); this is explained in more depth in Chapter 2. CRT situates race at 

the center of the analysis, while AsianCrit focuses more narrowly on Asian racialization in U.S. contexts. 

This framework provides a lens for viewing racial and racialized constructions as well as a guide for how 

they may be critiqued, though researchers may apply this in various ways. Short (2017) explained that 

critical content analysis also requires a “questioning stance” by the researcher which often includes 

questions about how “truth” is presented and for what purposes, whose ideologies are privileged, what 

is considered normative, whose voice is heard, and whose voice is silenced. These questions pervade 

this study for the purposes of moving towards social justice. As Freire (1970) contended, critique must 

lead to hope of new possibilities and action. Consequently, this analysis not only provides critique of 

Asian representations but highlights counterstories (Delgado, 1989; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001), locates 

sites of resistance (Short, 2017), and provides implications for literature producers (i.e., publishers, 

authors, illustrators) and consumers (i.e., readers).  

In practice, content analyses–even those limited to critical orientations– may include a great 

host of specific methodologies, analytic processes, and theoretical constructs in unique combinations. In 

this study, I use qualitative critical content analysis in two separate analytic phases guided by AsianCrit. 

The following section describes the study design in further detail.  

Study Design 

 In this section, I provide an overview of the study design that explains the organization and 

procedures of this research study. I also clarify how critical content analysis is used in each phase of 

study.  

In this study, I identify and analyze representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks. Critical 

content analysis is used to bring to the surface major themes, storylines, and character roles in the 

corpus of Asian American picturebooks; these are used to frame and describe how Asian Americans are 
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represented, or constructed, in these narratives. This study is not intended to provide in-depth critical 

content analyses of individual texts, or even groups of titles.  Rather, AsianCrit provides a conceptual 

lens to investigate these broader representations of Asian Americans, demonstrating how they are both 

embedded with racial ideologies and further them. This study also shows how texts resist racialization as 

well as become counterstories (Delgado, 1989), lifting up the stories of Asian Americans and placing 

value on their voices and experiences. To explore this topic adequately under the framework of 

AsianCrit, it is necessary that I examine this subject from various angles, including examining 

representations at a systemic or industry level and within the books themselves. The research questions 

address these angles and ask the following: 

1. How are Asian American picturebooks represented, in regard to publication rates and trends 

over time, within the broader context of Asian Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific American (APA) 

children’s literature?  

2. How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to genre?  

3. How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity? 

To answer these questions, I engage in two separate analytic processes using critical content analysis 

and refer to them as Phase One and Phase Two. These are explained in further depth: 

1. Phase One: I explore the “big picture” of Asian American representation in picturebooks by 

conducting a critical content and thematic analysis of data regarding the publication of 

children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs in response to RQ1. I describe how overarching 

representations of Asian Americans in children’s literature may be constructed by the children’s 

publishing industry at large and over time. This analysis attends to the public constructions of 

Asian American representation as equitable, underrepresented, or overrepresented as 

compared to other groups. 
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2. Phase Two: While Phase One sets the stage for understanding Asian American representation in 

picturebooks within a broader context, it does not delve into the specific representations of 

Asian Americans that are constructed and maintained in stories. Consequently, in Phase Two I 

explore representations of Asian Americans in more depth by examining the picturebooks 

themselves. During this phase, I attend to the remaining two research questions.  

A. I conduct a critical content and thematic analysis of the Asian American picturebooks 

published between 1993-2018 according to genre in response to RQ2. This analysis 

investigates how representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks compare within 

and across genres and identifies ways in which Asian Americans are racialized in genres 

using tropes of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), including forever foreigner, model 

minority, and threats of yellow peril. 

B. I conduct a critical content and thematic analysis of the Asian American picturebooks 

published between 1993-2018 according to racial/heritage identity of protagonists in 

response to RQ3. This analysis identifies which Asian racial/heritage identities are most 

visible and invisible within picturebooks and sheds light on how Asian American 

representations in picturebooks are constructed differently according to heritage 

identity. 

Overall, these three analytical phases together provide a holistic understanding of how Asian Americans 

are represented in picturebooks by attending to three interconnected strands of racialized 

representation, including systemic and /or industry racialization (as seen in publication data over time), 

endemic racism (as seen in genre expectations), and essentialism (as seen in who is constructed as Asian 

American). Table 3.1 summarizes this study design.
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Table 3.1    
   
Study Design   
   

Analytic Process Research Question Data Source 

Phase One How are Asian American picturebooks 
represented, in regard to publication rates 
and trends over time, within the broader 
context of AP/APA children’s literature? 

CCBC book logs on books by 
and/or about AP/APAs, 1994-
2018 

   
Phase Two How are Asian Americans represented in 

picturebooks according to genre? 
Asian American picturebooks, 
published 1993-2018 
 

 How are Asian Americans represented in 
picturebooks according to racial/heritage 
representations? 

 

 

  The bulk of this study is focused on Phase Two which examines representations of Asian 

Americans in picturebooks according to genre and racial/heritage identity of the protagonist. In this 

phase, I used AsianCrit to identify and analyze the various ways Asian Americans are represented within 

picturebooks. The focus on genre provided me a way to organize the text set into groups while AsianCrit 

provided me with models of representation to guide my analysis (e.g., Asianizing tropes, Asian 

Americans as transnational). I engaged in iterative close readings of books and inductive analysis to 

identify patterns and categories within the text set. As a result, this portion of the study aligns with 

other qualitative works that rely on interpretive and relativist paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  

However, some portions of the content analysis followed the methodologies laid out by scholars 

such as Bell (2001), Krippendorf (2004), and Stokes (2003), in which the method of analysis includes a 

process of counting the frequencies of a phenomenon. In such investigations, a textual content analysis 

may include the process of establishing a research question, the selection of data for analysis, the 

predetermined identification of categories for analysis, the examination of data by counting the number 
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of occurrences of categorical items, a reassembly and summarization of data, interpretation, and the 

presentation of findings (Bell, 2001; Krippendorf, 2004; Maxwell, 2013; Stokes, 2003). 

 Within this study of Asian American representation in children’s literature, the content analysis 

procedures are influenced by the AsianCrit framework. For example, AsianCrit posits that one of the 

primary ways Asian Americans are racialized are as a monolith wherein they are conflated with Asians 

and thereby constructed as foreign rather than native (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). To address this form of 

racialized representation, I engage in Phase One of the study which sifts highly recognizable publishing 

statistics regarding books by and/or about AP/APAs to specifically count those picturebooks by and/or 

about Asian Americans only. Similarly, in Phase Two I address this same trope of Asians as a monolith 

but focus on how Asian Americans are not recognized for representing a vast diaspora of Asian cultures. 

Accordingly, I identify which racial/heritage identities are represented in picturebooks and at what 

proportions. The quantifiable data generated from calculating frequencies of categorical occurrence in 

both of these phases is interpreted and analyzed to provide insight into the cultural representations and 

standings of Asian Americans in picturebooks.   

Of note about this method of content analysis is that it calls for systematic analysis of data that 

“allows quantification of samples of observable content classified into distinct categories” (Bell, 2001, p. 

14). Kimberly Neuendorf (2002), a prominent researcher in media content analysis, argues that content 

analysis is inherently a form of quantitative, not qualitative, research and advocates the use of scientific 

methods that call for reliability, validity, generalizability, and replicability. In contrast, Maxwell (2013) 

warns against the danger of conceiving of research as solely a “counting” activity as it disregards critical 

processes of rigorous research, such as making constant comparisons within data, and does not produce 

rich qualitative insights. Other critics have also pointed out that objectivity in social research is not 

possible, as data collection and analysis are always open to various interpretations and framed by 



 58 

unique constructs nor is reliability a necessary goal of sociocultural agendas (e.g., Creswell; 2013; Berger 

& Luckmann, 1966; Maxwell, 2013; Smagorinsky, 2008).  

This study addresses this juxtaposition between qualitative and quantitative agendas brought up 

by these scholars. The prominence placed on counting and frequencies employed in this study may 

suggest a quantitative notion of content analysis (e.g., Neuendorf, 2002) or a mixed methods design. 

However, I return to the conceptualization of content analysis mentioned previously (e.g., Bell, 2001; 

Krippendorf, 2004) and contend that quantitative procedures performed under a critical, sociocultural, 

and constructivist framework are the product of a qualitative research design that explores 

contextualized and constructed realities and does not assume a single interpretive truth. 

 Here, I employ a counting procedure to examine categories aimed to discern constructions of 

bicultural identity, genre, and racial/heritage identity due to a guiding framework that centers on Asian 

American voices and acknowledges the reticence around Asian American history. I emphasize this 

qualitative orientation to quantifiable data in order to privilege behavioral and humanist approaches to 

data, which analyze the effects of text and the reflections of text, respectively (Shoemaker & Reese, 

1996). Macnamara (2018) explained this further, noting that media content may “create public opinion, 

attitudes and perceptions (effects) or reflect existing attitudes, perceptions and culture” (p. 3). 

Specifically, I use AsianCrit to shed light on Asian American racialization, among other topics, in 

picturebooks. In doing so, I also address the warnings against the practice of sole-counting-as-research 

posed by Maxwell (2013) and give prominence to the narratives, illustrations, and themes of the books 

and stories included in the “counts.” 

 In the following sections, I elaborate on each phase of study and describe the data sources and 

data analysis procedures in each phase. 
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Phase One  

In this section, I provide a methodological overview of Phase One of this study and explain the 

data sources and data analysis procedures relevant to this portion of the study.   

In this analytic phase, I consider the first research question: How are Asian Americans 

picturebooks represented, in regard to publication rates and trends over time, within the broader 

context of Asian Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific American (APA) children’s literature? 

To answer this question, I examine current and historic publication numbers (provided by the 

CCBC) of children’s literature by and/or about AP/APAs to establish statistical growth and trends. As the 

CCBC statistics conflate AP and APA contributions, I transform the data to distinguish the books by 

and/or about Asian Americans only. The published statistics also represent an aggregate of the range of 

children’s literature published, including but not limited to board books, textbooks, picturebooks, and 

young adult novels. Consequently, for each year between 1994-2018, I analyze the publication data to 

distinguish the picturebooks from the broader counts. This analysis establishes a baseline understanding 

for how Asian Americans are represented in picturebooks by identifying if they are equitably 

represented (as compared to other groups), underrepresented, or overrepresented.  

Additionally, in this phase I conduct a critical content analysis of the publication data regarding 

children’s literature published by and/or about AP/APAs for 3 years, including 1994, 2006, and 2018. 

These years were selected in order to establish an understanding of trends and growth over time. 

Drawing on AsianCrit as a guiding framework, I analyze data to identify what types of books are 

published and differentiate between literature published by and/or about AP/APAs and Asian 

Americans. This analysis reveals publication trends relevant to Asian American picturebooks over time.  

Data Sources 

The data used in this portion of the study is comprised of annual data logs of books by and/or 

about AP/APAs for the years 1994-2018; a total of 25 book logs were surveyed. These annual logs are 
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kept and maintained by the CCBC and represent a close proxy of the total number of published 

children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs for any given year. Though these book logs are not published 

by the CCBC, the organization provides these upon request. All 25 logs were obtained through email 

correspondence with the CCBC. The reliance upon the CCBC logs necessitates a further examination of 

the organization itself and its importance within the children’s literature domain; please see chapter two 

for further information about the CCBC and how they establish their counts and statistics.  

Each annual log contained the titles of all of the books counted as being by and/or about 

AP/APAs by the CCBC for that year. Further, all books were identified on the lists by title, author name, 

illustrator name (if applicable), format, and publisher. Finally, it is important to note that these logs are 

subject to change. For example, a book may be sent to the CCBC after the year of publication and after 

the diversity statistics for that year are published on their website. After the CCBC concludes their 

analysis of the book, the title may be retroactively added to the appropriate year’s log and the statistics 

are adjusted accordingly. As a result, I must clarify that the book logs used for this analysis are those 

that were provided (and considered accurate) at the following times: logs for 1994-2017 were received 

in December 2018 and the log for 2018 was received in May 2019. 

The CCBC (2020) also provides guidelines for analyses that compare numbers from year to year 

in an FAQ section of their website and suggest that researchers note the following: 1) as the number of 

books received each year may change, they suggest that “converting these annual numbers to 

percentages is most telling” (para 17), 2) as the CCBC has become more prominent over time, they may 

now be sent books that might not have been received in the past, 3) publishing trends have an impact 

on the types of books received, and 4) their analysis continues to evolve based on feedback from 

experts and changes may be seen in their forms of analysis. This latter factor is particularly relevant to 

this analysis and is addressed further in the next section. 
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Data Analysis 

 Data analysis for this portion of the study entailed an iterative process of observation, counting, 

recording, and interpretation. To begin this process, I transformed the data to be comparable over time. 

This was necessary because the CCBC’s process of recording texts and their analytic procedures have 

changed over time.  

Relevant to this study, the CCBC recorded the number of books both by and about AP/APAs 

during the years 1994-2001. From 2002-2018, this recording process changed to distinguish the books 

by AP/APAs and the books about AP/APAs; this change indicates that a book may be counted twice in a 

particular year if it is both by and about AP/APAs. Beginning in 2015, the CCBC also began distinguishing 

the books received by U.S. publishers only and subsequently have published two sets of diversity 

statistics reflecting the numbers of books published by and/or about POC and American Indians/First 

Nations each year– one set reflects books by U.S. publishers only, and the other set reflects total 

number of books received inclusive of other North American publishers as well as some other 

international publishers. Consequently, it was necessary for me to aggregate this data to be consistent 

over time.  

For each year from 1994-2018, I counted the total number of AP/APA books received by the 

CCBC that year reflecting texts that were by and/or about AP/APAs. These numbers were compared to 

the total number of books received at the CCBC for any given year and converted to percentages. This 

analysis of data establishes an understanding of publication growth of children’s books by and/or about 

AP/APAs over time.  

Following this, I conducted another layer of analysis and examined these logs again to 

determine the number of Asian American picturebooks that were published for each respective year as 

the original counts reflect a range of literature and do not distinguish between formats. Consequently, it 

is difficult to ascertain understanding about the types of books that reflect growth or movement. The 
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picturebook numbers were contrasted with the total number of books by and/or about AP/APAs and 

converted to percentages. This transformation of data focuses on Asian American representation in 

picturebooks more specifically and establishes an understanding of publication growth in this subset of 

literature.  

A final layer of analysis reexamined three book logs from the years 1994, 2006, and 2018 to 

establish patterns of growth over time. For each respective year, I analyzed the data to reflect books 

according to format using the following categories: board book, picturebook, juvenile fiction, young 

adult fiction (YA), and nonfiction. This analysis reveals publication trends for a particular year and 

subsequently nuances understanding about what is representative of AP/APA children’s literature. I also 

processed the data by distinguishing between books about APs, APAs, Asian Americans, and books 

without Asian cultural content. This analysis sheds lights on who (i.e., AP, APAs, or Asian Americans) is 

narrativized and represented in the content and storylines of these texts.  

Phase Two  

In this section, I provide a methodological overview of Phase Two of this study that explains the 

data sources and data analysis procedures of this analytical process. 

In this analytic phase, I consider how representations of Asian Americans have been constructed 

within picturebooks themselves and examine a text set of 356 Asian American picturebooks published 

between 1993-2018. This phase addresses the remaining two research questions: How are Asian 

Americans represented in picturebooks according to genre? and How are Asian Americans represented 

in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity?  

To answer these questions, I conducted a critical content and thematic analysis attending to the 

two subjects of genre and racial/heritage identity. To keep track of these foci, I used a coding instrument 

(see Appendix A for a sample of this codebook) that logged aspects of the texts to identify key points of 

categorization (e.g., genre or text or racial/heritage identity of protagonist). Once these major 



 63 

categories were established, I engaged in close iterative readings of texts within categories and 

identified major patterns or themes and identified key texts that exemplified these patterns. These were 

also analyzed using the framework of AsianCrit. The findings of each question are detailed separately in 

chapters 5 and 6, respectively. The next sections provide more detail about this data analysis process.  

Data Sources 

The data source for this phase of the study was a text set of 356 Asian American picturebooks. 

To address the broad question of how Asian Americans have been represented in picturebooks 

adequately, it was necessary for me to examine as comprehensive of a data set as possible. Though the 

resultant book list is not meant to be exhaustive, I am confident that these texts are representative of 

the Asian American picturebooks published in the U.S. over the last 26 years.  

Criteria for Text Selection. The main criteria for text selection included the following:  

• Picturebook (maximum of 48 pages) 

• Published between 1993-2018 

• Published by mainstream U.S. publishers 

• Features Asian Americans as main characters or features significant Asian American 

content  

Each of these criteria are explained in more depth in the following sections.  

Picturebooks. This study analyzes representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks. 

Picturebooks were selected because they are the most widely read format of children’s literature for 

young children (Duke, 2000) and are often more visible and recognizable to consumers (e.g., parents, 

educators, child readers) due to their visual format. Accordingly, this study excludes other formats of 

books including board/novelty books, easy readers, juvenile fiction, chapter books, graphic novels, and 

other young adult (YA) titles. Any books specifically published to address reading levels or curriculum 

were also excluded as were texts centering on a multicultural or diverse cast of characters. 
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 Though picturebooks are often considered to be their own genre (see chapter 5 for more 

information), they comprise a great diversity of books in theme, content, readability, and design. This 

study further excludes those picturebooks that are products of mass commercialization, such as 

television and movie spinoffs (e.g., Mulan or Kung Fu Panda), or include licensed characters (e.g., 

Curious George). In part, this is due to the redundant nature of these products; most often they are 

versions of the same story that are packaged and repackaged in multiple fashions. These 

commercialized products are also often published simultaneously in multiple formats and are 

subsequently difficult to identify and acquire for research purposes. 

Further picturebook parameters were set regarding genre; these parameters were set in order 

to allow for a more comprehensive examination of Asian American representation. The following genres 

were included in this search: fiction, poetry, and biography. While fiction encompasses many subgenres, 

the genres of poetry and biography are generally considered as nonfiction (Temple et al., 2018). 

Originally, I intended to include both fiction and nonfiction texts. However, the central research focus of 

this study is Asian American representation–what Espiritu (1992) referred to as a new American identity 

that is panethnic and bi/multi-cultural in nature. As I began collecting and reading texts, I discovered 

that the centrality of the bicultural experience was frequently compromised within nonfiction. For 

example, a number of children’s picturebooks about Chinese New Year and other cultural holidays are 

published in the U.S. each year and feature Asian children and Asian experiences. However, it is difficult 

to discern how many of these books reflect the country of origin and their peoples’ experiences as 

opposed to bicultural American experiences. In order to avoid these gray areas, this study 

predominantly focuses on fiction picturebooks. Likewise, I also excluded texts which exclusively featured 

animals rather than human characters, as these texts did not directly connect with representations of 

Asian Americans.  
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However, some nonfiction genres (i.e., poetry and biography) were included within the study 

parameters because they clearly represented or depicted bicultural American experiences. Aside from 

these, other texts categorized as nonfiction (e.g., informational texts, traditional literature, alphabet 

books) were excluded from this study.   

 Publication Date. This study examines picturebooks published from 1993 to 2018. Relevant 

titles were identified according to their original publication year; reissues were not regarded. The 

rationale for this timeline was partly determined by the statistics provided by the CCBC—AP/APA 

literature has only been documented since 1994 and has been updated through 2019. According to the 

CCBC (2017), the percentage of books by and about AP/APAs was extremely marginal between 1994-

2001, suggesting that historically, there were few books published each year with significant Asian 

American content until the start of the 21st century. Additionally, accessibility of books was considered 

as well. A majority of Asian American children’s books published prior to 1993 are now out of print or 

difficult to obtain for analysis. Finally, many of these earlier texts were previously identified and 

analyzed by Leu (2002) in her dissertation study, lessening the need to include these texts in the present 

study.   

Publisher. This study includes picturebooks published by mainstream U.S. trade publishers 

including the “Big 5” publishers (i.e., Penguin/Random House, Hachette Book Group, HarperCollins, 

Simon & Schuster, and Macmillan) as well as smaller or independent publishing houses (e.g., Lee and 

Low Books, Charlesbridge Publishing, Kane Miller). This study excludes books published by non-U.S. 

publishers, and translations; this is in order to privilege the specifically bicultural Asian American 

experience as represented in picturebooks, which is likely not a focus of internationally published texts. 

This study also excludes self-published books, which are rarely purchased for schools and libraries and 

therefore less accessible to readers.  
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Asian American Content. In order to determine which picturebooks could be identified as 

holding significant Asian American representations, I identified two main criteria: 1) the story was set in 

the U.S.6 or what could be reasonably considered a U.S. context, and 2) the story centralized an Asian 

American character or experience. Stories that only included an Asian American character in a secondary 

or minor role or as a member of a cast of diverse characters were excluded. 

 A U.S. context was determined using explicit textual clues, such as print identifying a U.S. town, 

city, or state within the narrative or peritext. In the absence of such text, implicit textual clues were 

considered. For example, a story in which characters had common American names or referred to U.S. 

norms or culture (e.g., referring to a teacher as Mr./Mrs. [surname]) could reasonably suggest a U.S. 

context. In addition, visual clues were also used to identify U.S. contexts. This included illustrations 

depicting multicultural and multiracial families, classrooms and relationships; American landscapes and 

architecture; and elements of mainstream American culture including food, clothing and sports. Of 

course, some of these elements appear in texts depicting other national contexts. Consequently, I 

considered how these various clues combined or layered to produce or evoke a sense of U.S. society or 

context. 

Determining the race, as well as the ethnicity and/or nationality, of characters in fictional texts is 

a fraught task due to readers’ implicit and explicit assumptions, stereotypes, and transactional 

experiences. This is even more so the case when investigating bicultural and multiracial identities and 

depictions as well as when considering the vast geographical and cultural diversity that makes up the 

pan-Asian collective. Consequently, it is necessary to describe this process of selection transparently. 

Firstly, in order to determine Asian racial, ethnic, or cultural identity and/or content I relied on 

explicit textual description and references by the publisher, author, narrator, or character in question. 

 
6 A few exceptions were made for books in which characters identifying with an American identity visited Asia or 
experienced an aspect of Asian culture. 
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Titles that were identified as Asian American by publishing information (e.g., Library of Congress 

summary, back copy), professional journals and review sources (e.g., Kirkus Reviews, School Library 

Journal), and scholarly works were included. Other textual sources, such as author websites and 

author/illustrator interviews, were also examined and prioritized.  

For those texts which did not describe racial or ethnic identifiers explicitly, the following criteria 

was used:  

• Visual cues in physical appearance (these include, but are not limited by, the presence 

of common racial and ethnic attributes such as brown/black hair, brown/black eye color, 

and skin color) 

• Cultural content or details in text or illustrations (e.g., culturally specific foods, cultural 

and/or religious items) 

• Cultural content or subject matter that can commonly be identified as being rooted or 

practiced in Asian countries or cultures (e.g., Zen philosophy, yoga, karate) 

• Cultural/heritage language cues (including in names of characters, titles, or use of 

language within text) 

• Written or illustrated by a person of Asian descent 

These criteria were used as general guidelines for identification. Selected texts did not have to meet all 

criteria to be included; rather, the criteria held an additive function. In other words, the more criteria 

that a text met, the more likely it was to be identified as featuring Asian American characters and/or 

content. For example, Alex and the Wednesday Chess Club (Wong, 2004) features a male child with black 

hair and a pale skin tone. The physical attributes are not enough to fully confirm an Asian identity, 

though the similar physical attributes in the illustrations of Alex’s mother is indicative of an East Asian 

family. His physical appearance however, in conjunction with the ethnic name of his uncle Hooya–as 
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well as Hooya’s physical attributes– and the Asian American identity of the author come together to 

intimate that the story is about an Asian American child.  

 For titles in which enough criteria were not met to reasonably assume an Asian American 

identity or experience, authors and/or illustrators were contacted through digital correspondence. In 

such cases, the creator’s intention regarding racial/ethnic/cultural content was honored. For example, in 

Sometimes I’m Bombaloo (Vail, 2002); the title character is depicted with East Asian physical features 

including dark hair and monolidded eyes. Her family is depicted with the same physical traits and some 

subtle cultural markers (e.g., house slippers) may be noted. Additionally, because the illustrations were 

created by Korean American Yumi Heo, whose back catalogue prioritized Asian and Asian American 

characters, it is reasonable to suppose that the book features an Asian American child. However, the 

title character’s name is Katie Honors; such a surname would be highly atypical for somebody of Asian 

descent. In this case, the author was contacted. Despite the unusual surname, Vail confirmed that the 

character is indeed meant to portray a young Korean American girl (personal communication, October 

19, 2018); therefore, this title and its sequels were included in the data set. In a few cases, confirmation 

from authors or illustrators could not be established; consequently, these ambiguous selections were 

not included in the final text set. 

Process of Text Selection. After establishing the criteria for data selection, specific books were 

identified through a multi-step procedure involving an internet search, hand search, and cross-

referencing using the CCBC logs. Multiple layers of searching and text selection were necessary for two 

primary reasons. Firstly, this study purposes to provide a comprehensive examination of Asian American 

picturebooks over time. My research questions consider Asian American picturebooks as a corpus rather 

than as a limited selection in order to draw more accurate conclusions about historical trends and 

counteract racializing practices. In particular, I was cognizant of the persistent erasure of Asian American 
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voices and stories and thus aimed to find and recognize those texts that were not commonly identified 

or promoted as Asian American stories.  

Secondly, as a study investigating racialized representations, I was aware of potential racial 

biases in myself as a researcher as well as in others who review literature. Therefore, it was important to 

me that I engaged in an extensive search that utilized forms of cross-referencing (e.g., a physical hand 

search and the CCBC logs) in order to identify books that may not have been identified by a single 

source. Indeed, the CCBC logs identified a number of titles that I did not have on my initial catalog of 

texts and likewise, I also found a number of titles that were not included in their annual logs.  

In the following sections, I describe the procedures of my text search in more detail. 

 Internet Search. A list of possible books to analyze was compiled initially through general digital 

searches for Asian American books and book lists from major book purveyors such as Google, Amazon, 

Barnes & Noble, Scholastic, and New York Public Library (NYPL). Common search terms included “Asian 

American, “Asian,” “children’s literature,” “picture books,” and “kid lit,” as well as terms referencing 

specific Asian heritages such as “Chinese American books” or “Filipino picturebooks.” Additional 

booklists and titles were found through organizations focused on Asian American heritage and diverse 

literature, such as Asian/Pacific American Librarians Association (APALA) and We Need Diverse Books 

(WNDB), and blogs such as Pragmatic Mom (http://www.pragmaticmom.com), Flowering Minds 

(http://floweringminds.wordpress.com), and Jade Luck Club (http://jadeluckclub.com); additionally, 

multicultural and Asian-focused children’s publishers, such as Lee and Low Books 

(http://leeandlow.com), Tuttle Books (http://www.tuttlepublishing.com), and Bharat Babies 

(http://bharatbabies.com), were also explored. 

 As in much qualitative research, the methods and findings were often simultaneous. For 

example, the backlists of many of these publishers revealed prolific Asian American authors and 

illustrators for children (e.g., Grace Lin, Uma Krishnaswami, Allen Say) whose backlists revealed a 

http://www.pragmaticmom.com/
http://floweringminds.wordpress.com/
http://jadeluckclub.com/
http://leeandlow.com/
http://www.tuttlepublishing.com/
http://bharatbabies.com/
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proclivity towards specific genres or narratives about a specific heritage identity. Such titles often turned 

up collaborations with other bookmakers with similar focuses, and so on. A majority of the children’s 

books in the data set were identified using these online searches.  

Hand Search. During the initial phase of data collection, a hand search of two major library 

branches in two unique county systems was conducted. One branch, located in a large Midwestern 

college town housed over 27,000 children’s books in their collection at the time of the study while the 

other, located in a large city on the East coast, housed over 9,000 children’s books. In both locations, all 

available and relevant children’s fiction picturebooks were examined through a physical search that 

focused on finding texts with characters in a U.S. context with Asian physical attributes, cultural content 

in the illustrations or plot, and textual references to Asian people, culture, or countries. This was done to 

address two possible limitations to the study.  

Firstly, the online searches often turned up the same titles regardless of the source. In 

particular, award winners, such as Peacebound Trains (Balgassi, 1996) and My Name is Yoon (Recorvits, 

2003), and prolific authors, such as Grace Lin, Allen Say, and Janet Wong, commonly appeared on 

recommended book lists for Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific American books for children. In addition, the 

majority of the entities used for the online searches compiled lists of books according to similar topics 

such as Chinese New Year, immigration, and Japanese American internment, guaranteeing frequent 

crossovers in titles. A hand search of two different library systems was done in hopes that relevant 

books that were not as recognizable could be identified; moreover, their presence in a large county 

library indicated a general sense of their accessibility to children.  

Secondly, it was necessary to physically handle a large volume of children’s literature in order to 

counter potential cultural or racial bias in previous digital searches. Very often, the physical book 

revealed Asian or Asian American content in the text or illustrations that was not acknowledged in 

online searches or recommendations. This was particularly true for books that did not feature 



 71 

stereotypically Asian characters or essentializing content. For example, books featuring multiracial 

families such as Out! (Chung, 2017) or mixed friendships such as Sam and Eva (Ohi, 2017) commonly do 

not appear on resources promoting Asian American heritage for children and were identified as such 

only through the primary process of a physical hand search, followed by confirmation from the authors 

and/or illustrators. 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center Logs. The vast majority of relevant books were identified 

using the previous procedures. Afterwards, the text set of relevant Asian American picturebooks was 

cross-referenced with the CCBC’s logs of books by and/or about Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific Americans for 

the years 1994-2018. During this process, titles from the annual logs were reviewed to corroborate 

relevancy to the study. This was done by reading physical or digital copies or selections of text—mostly 

available online through booksellers, YouTube, or the Internet Archive (http://archive.org)—, reading 

editorial reviews from sources such as Kirkus Reviews and SLJ, and looking up content through 

publishing websites. This identified any other texts appropriate for inclusion in this study that were 

missed.  

In total, 356 titles were identified to fit the criteria of the data set. Though not exhaustive, these 

books closely represent the corpus of Asian American picturebooks published between 1993-2018 and 

include the Asian American narratives most frequently read to or available for young children.  

Data Analysis 

 Critical content and thematic analysis were used to analyze the picturebook data set. This phase 

of analysis was inductive and comparative (Merriam, 2009) and characterized by close iterative readings, 

observations, and coding through a critical framework. Short (2017) provided a visual model for 

conceptualizing the elements of critical content analysis; this model is depicted in Figure 3.1
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Figure 3.1 
 
Elements of Critical Content Analysis 

 
Note. Source: Critical Content Analysis of Children’s and Young Adult Literature (2016) 
 

This model of critical content analysis is described as flexible as it adapts to particular contexts and is 

influenced by nuances in the research study at hand. However, the model centralizes an analytic process 

of immersive, close, and recursive readings of texts and the critical theory. The theory then frames the 

reading and draws out new understandings of the text.  

 I draw on the model of critical content analysis depicted in Figure 3.1, emphasizing how close 

readings of the texts were interrogated by AsianCrit and CRT in a recursive fashion. However, my 

process of data analysis also utilized a coding instrument that was used to record categorical 

information about each text. While some of this information was meta-textual (e.g., publication year, 

title, author, illustrator), some of this information was also a product of inductive analysis and coding 

(e.g., themes, racial/heritage identity). This coding instrument, or qualitative codebook (Creswell, 2013) 

was used to record observations, codes, questions, and reflections. An example of this coding 

instrument is provided in Appendix A.   
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 As in much qualitative scholarship, much of the data analysis occurred simultaneously with data 

collection. While sifting and searching through literature to identify those titles that depicted Asian 

Americans and Asian American culture, I not only selected the titles needed for this study, but I came 

across clear patterns in theme, subject, and characterization, as well as gaping holes and absences in 

depiction and storyline. These, in turn, influenced my analysis.  

 For the sake of clarity, I describe three interconnected phases of data analysis in the following 

section. This includes 1) sample selection, 2) coding categorical information, and 3) critical inductive 

analysis. While I describe these separately, these phases should be understood as layered and recursive. 

My analytic process aligned with that of Creswell (2013) who asserted, “I see [data analysis] as more 

interactive in practice; the various stages are interrelated and not always visited in the order presented” 

(p. 185). In the following, I provide further information about these processes of analysis. 

Sample Selection. The initial phase of analysis involved researching possible texts for inclusion 

in the study. This was performed according to the processes described previously, through online 

searches, hand searches, and cross-comparisons of the CCBC book logs. Though this process may be 

seen as distinct from analysis, as it selects the texts to be studied, it also represents a lengthy process in 

which data collection and data analysis occurred simultaneously, which is characteristic of qualitative 

research (Marshall & Rossman, 2014; Merriam, 2009).  

Creswell (2013) observed that qualitative approaches to data are emergent rather than static, in 

which case “all phases of the process may change or shift after the researcher enters the field and 

begins to collect data” (p. 176). This suggests that the various processes of the research study inform 

and influence the others. As I began searching for the titles to include in this study, I found that I 

concurrently engaged in analysis. To find Asian American picturebooks, I had to constantly and 

reflexively ask myself what counted as Asian American, which in turn made me reflect deeply upon how 

they were represented. For example, I was aware of the danger of succumbing to my own racial and 
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ethnic biases in the study and spent much time clarifying how I was to determine Asian American 

characters and stories. I found many Asian American titles that were not recognized or recommended in 

the most book lists and was unsurprised to note that these texts were those in which characters and/or 

subject matter did not align with stereotypical representations of Asians and/or Asian content. For 

example, despite the commercial success and popularity of books such as I See Kitty (Surovec, 2013) and 

What Do You Do with an Idea? (Yamada, 2014), they are rarely identified as examples of Asian American 

stories. Personal correspondence with the authors however confirmed that both texts were modeled off 

their own Asian American identities. In this way, the process of identifying books that matched the 

criteria of the data set also influenced my analysis of how Asian Americans were represented.  

 After book titles matching the study criteria were identified, as much as possible these were 

obtained and read in full. A significant number of books were borrowed and accessed online through the 

Internet Archive (http://archive.org); other titles were found on YouTube as digital read-alouds or were 

available on publisher websites. For those titles unavailable online, physical copies were acquired 

through local libraries, bookstores, or online purchases. A small number of books (less than 10) were 

inaccessible by both means and were unable to be read in their entirety, though all were read partially 

via selections of text available online. For these latter texts, as much information as possible was 

researched in order to be included in the analysis; this included author/illustrator web pages, interviews 

regarding the texts, teacher lesson plans, and publishing information.  

Though the reading of texts in an analysis of literature is an obvious step, its importance should 

not be overlooked. Short (2017) contended that the first step of critical content analysis is immersion in 

texts. This is done through the perspective of a reader rather than a researcher, meaning that the focus 

of the first reading is not on collecting information but on a personal response (Short, 2017). During 

these initial readings of texts, I experienced the story as a reader and indulged my senses. I cried during 

the reading of several books, as I recognized bits and pieces of my own experience in picturebooks for 

http://archive.org/
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the very first time, and I marveled at the cleverness of plot twists and witty dialogue. I also crinkled my 

nose with annoyance at the shallowness of cultural depiction in some stories and felt anger and shame 

as I lived vicariously through characters’ experiences of racism and discrimination. These first, and 

personal, readings gave me a glimpse into the scope of my research focus as I became immersed in a 

multitude of Asian American representations.  

 Coding Categorical Information. After the initial reading of the text, all books matching the 

study criteria were catalogued through a database created in Microsoft Excel; this database was used as 

a coding instrument, which progressed into a qualitative codebook over time. Creswell (2013) defined a 

qualitative codebook as “a table or record that contains a list of predetermined codes that researchers 

use for coding the data” (p. 167). During this first phase of sample selection, identifying information 

about the texts was recorded in the database (see Appendix A for an excerpt of this codebook using a 

sample of texts). This included the following information about each text: title of picturebook, 

publication year, author name and racial/heritage background, illustrator name and racial/heritage 

background, and citation information. 

 In addition to these meta-text categories, the codebook included further categories: genre, 

synopsis, themes, racial/heritage identity represented, other representations, and notes/memos. These 

categories were selected for their relevance in answering the research questions. Thus, the information 

recorded in these latter categories should not be seen as descriptive but rather as interpretive and 

analytical. Strauss (1987) asserted that the goal of coding was to “fracture” the data, rearranging it into 

natural groups or categories7 that allow for comparison and aid in interpretation. Accordingly, the first 

wave of coding within my data set occurred during the cataloging of texts. I describe this process in the 

following paragraphs and elaborate on the evaluative criteria used to determine the categories of genre, 

 
7 Merriam (2009) clarified that in qualitative data analysis, the term “category” is often synonymous with theme, 
pattern, or finding. 
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synopsis, theme, racial/heritage identity, other representations, and notes/memos included in the 

codebook. 

In regard to the categorization of genre, I used the following guidelines. First, I used two key 

texts to define children’s literature genres. These were Children’s Books in Children’s Hands: An 

Introduction to their Literature (6th ed., 2018) by Temple, Martinez, Yokota, and Naylor and Literature 

and the Child (9th ed., 2017) by Galda, Liang, and Cullinan. The former was used as the primary source to 

define genre categories, and the latter was used as a supplementary source. Both texts are children’s 

literature textbooks that provide overall information about common children’s literature genres as well 

as examples of texts within specific genres. These texts provided me with a baseline understanding of 

various genres as well as a literary framework with which to process texts. To categorize texts by genre, I 

first considered the genre categorization listed by the publisher or the book’s author/illustrator through 

the peritext or external sources, such as the publisher’s website. I also privileged the genre categories 

determined by review sources such as Kirkus Reviews and School Library Journal. In the absence of these 

genre categorizations, I determined the genre according to defining criteria drawn from Children’s Books 

in Children’s Hands and Literature and the Child. These criteria may be found in Appendix B.  

In the case that a text could reasonably be categorized in multiple genres or reflect a blurring of 

genres, I determined primary and secondary distinctions and acceded to the primary genre depicted. 

This was dependent upon factors relevant to the specific text. For example, there were several books 

which were set in contemporary times but featured literary devices such as flashbacks to tell of a 

historical moment or memory. I considered these on a case-by-case basis, and asked questions such as 

“What is the main message of the story?” and “Is the flashback centralized in the story? Or does it play a 

minor role?” to determine which genre (e.g., contemporary realistic fiction or historical fiction) best 

framed the story. In a few cases that were more ambiguous, I noted the more tenuous categorization of 

genre in the analysis itself and included a brief rationale.  
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In regard to the categorization of synopsis, I typically recorded a one-sentence summary of the 

book. Often, I copied or paraphrased the synopsis of the text provided within the book using the Library 

of Congress summary found on the copyright page of the text or from the back copy. I preferred to use 

the summary provided by the text in order to privilege the text’s construction of plot and theme, which 

may have been reflected in the synopsis. However, I also frequently recorded my own summation of the 

narrative, highlighting the conflict or problem within the story. 

In regard to the categorization of theme, I used the following guidelines. First, I relied on the 

definition of theme by Temple et al. (2018) who asserted that it is “an issue or lesson that a story brings 

to a readers’ consciousness” (p. 43). As such, themes may be explicit or implicit; in addition, they may 

express the author’s controlling idea for the work or be “themes that the authors may not have 

intended” (Temple et al., p. 45). There are also major themes that are centralized in the text and 

secondary or tertiary themes which might bring up issues that play minor roles in the narrative. Further, 

these themes may layer in unique combinations to push a particular notion or insight to various degrees. 

To determine the themes in stories, Temple et al. (2018) suggested asking questions such as “What is 

this work really about?” or “What does it mean?” or “Why did the author write this work?” (p. 43). In 

addition to considering these questions, I also examined how I summarized the text to see if it reflected 

a primary insight or issue. As I gleaned possible themes from texts, I jotted these in the database, 

including both explicit/implicit themes as well as major/minor themes. These were further refined and 

revised as I analyzed texts. For the purposes of presenting my findings in Chapter 5, I pull out and 

discuss common themes within specific genres discretely but acknowledge that in texts, themes were 

often multiple and layered.  

In regard to the categorization of racial/heritage identity, I used the following guidelines. Racial 

identity was either coded as White, Asian, Black, or Mixed Race (American Indian was not included 

because no characters identifying as such appeared in the text set). However, whenever possible, 
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specific heritage identities were used to code authors, illustrators, and characters (e.g., Korean 

American, Japanese Black American, Chinese Jewish American). Ambiguous or unknown racial/heritage 

identities were marked as Unknown. In some cases, an unknown racial/heritage identity in conjunction 

with textual/visual cues resulted in categorizations of characters as being East Asian American, 

Southeast Asian American, or South Asian American, though if this was not confirmed, they were 

labeled with the qualifier “presumed.” The process for determining racial/heritage identity was detailed 

for characters in the previous section on criteria for book selection. However, the racial/heritage 

identities of authors and illustrators were determined through external online research. This included 

examining author/illustrator websites, publisher’s websites, blogs, and social media. The reference 

Something About the Author was also consulted when necessary. In a small number of cases, the 

heritage identity of the author could not be determined and was consequently marked as Unknown.  

The category of “other representations” was used to record various character roles and 

constructions of intersectional identity (Crenshaw, 1990) that were observed in the texts. This included 

character archetypes, occupations, family roles, tropes, and stereotypes related to Asianization (Museus 

& Iftikar, 2013). In addition, this included notes on gender, class, sexual orientation, and disability. As 

much as possible, I endeavored to be both broad (e.g., using codes such as girl, sibling, victim, villain, 

and foreigner) and specific (e.g., using codes such as adopted Chinese baby girl, male Korean small 

business owner, and impoverished Cambodian child refugee) in this category.  

The codebook also included room for reflective memos and other notes. I used this space to jot 

down observations and personal response to texts, information learned through outside sources, and 

questions. Subsequently, the information recorded in this category was quite varied. I also noted key 

quotes and illustrations that could be used to highlight patterns or themes within the data.  

All 356 titles were logged in this codebook with the aforementioned categories. This analytic 

process allowed me to gain an overall sense of the data and an impression of how Asian Americans were 
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represented in individual texts as well as in broader groupings. The information that was catalogued also 

allowed for a simple process of frequency analysis (Bell, 2001; Krippendorf, 2004; Maxwell, 2013; 

Stokes, 2003) wherein I could obtain the numbers of texts that conformed to a particular category 

easily. For example, through this codebook I was able to easily filter genres or racial/heritage identities 

to categorize texts for further analysis. 

 In the following section, I will describe the process of coding that I subsequently engaged in. 

However, it is important to note that the information recorded in the codebook was also recursive and 

fluid and was constantly revised and adjusted following further cycles of analysis.   

Critical Inductive Analysis. Because this study is designed to produce an “overall snapshot” 

(Crisp, 2015, p. 243) of the representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks across a long period of 

time, the process of analysis, or making sense of the data, was focused on identifying patterns within 

the parameters of each research question through critical inductive analysis. Thus, to answer RQ2, 

which asks, “How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according to genre?,” I filtered the 

data set to examine genres independently and engaged in a process of coding to look for patterns of 

how Asian Americans were represented within each genre. To answer RQ3, which asks, “How are Asian 

Americans represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity of the protagonist?”, I 

filtered the data set by racial/heritage representation and engaged in a process of coding to look for 

how specific groups might be represented.  

As my reading of texts increased, clear patterns in representation began to materialize, which 

informed my understandings regarding each research question. When examining genres, I found that 

patterns naturally emerged to address that particular genre; thus, when analyzing contemporary 

realistic fiction, categories of storyline and theme emerged, whereas when analyzing historical fiction, 

categories around time periods or historical events arose. Likewise, when examining racial/heritage 
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identity, I found that categories naturally shifted towards specific stereotypes, tropes, or common 

character roles. These observations of storyline, and character roles were recorded in the database.  

These recorded notes may be conceptualized as examples of “open coding” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). During this early phase of coding, Merriam (2009) noted that the researcher is “open to anything 

possible at this point” (p. 178); therefore, any units of data that might be useful are recorded. 

Consequently, I named and labeled discrete units of data, pulling out any pieces of the text that seemed 

to be essential to the story. Examples of these initial codes included the following:  

Moving 

Saying goodbye to friends 

Laundry worker 

Second generation  

Linguistic shame 

Anthropomorphic animal as representation of heritage culture 

Cultural clash 

Child translator 

Adopted baby 

Death of a loved one 

In some cases, these codes were labels of character occupations, roles, and status, or descriptions of key 

plot points. In others, these codes were classifications that represented various new possibilities within 

the phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

As I added and coded more texts, I began to compare them, noticing how various initial codes 

could naturally be grouped into unique categories. During this process, I intentionally reread the data 

looking for new labels, observations and classifications that were guided by AsianCrit. In light of 

Smagorinsky’s (2008) assertion that, “coding manifests what theory would say about data and makes 



 81 

the researcher’s theoretical perspective on the data corpus explicit” (p. 399), I used the tenets of 

AsianCrit and applied them to the initial codes and observations. For example, I used the AsianCrit tenet 

of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), which identifies tropes of racialization, to reorganize codes I 

had jotted about character roles. Initial jottings, which may have included things like, “English language 

learner,” “recent immigrant,” “wearing traditional clothing” were thus grouped together under the 

categorization of “forever foreigner” (Tuan, 1998). I also noticed that some themes or categories were 

extremely common or held particular nuances (e.g., adoption stories featuring Chinese infants). In 

response, I began to reread previously logged titles to recheck for those themes or categories. In this 

recursive fashion, a majority of texts were read multiple times and significant themes, storylines, and 

character roles emerged and were refined. Table 3.2 provides another sample of how these codes and 

coding cycles progressed. 

Table 3.2    
    
Sample of Coding Cycles   

    

Title Initial Codes Themes AsianCrit 

The Bracelet 
(1993) 

Japanese American 
internment, misses 
friend, confused 

Grief, racism, 
discrimination, friendship, 
historical record 

Yellow peril, forever 
foreigner, (re)constructive 
history 

    
Dia’s Story 
Cloth (1996) 

Refugee journey, Thai 
camp, cultural artifact, 
historical record, Laos, 
Hmong, 

 
Immigration, Southeast 
Asian history, cultural 
artifacts (5Fs) 

Transnational contexts, 
counterstory, strategic 
(anti)essentialism, yellow 
peril 

    
Fortune 
Cookie 
Fortunes 
(2004) 

 
Fortune cookies, Chinese 
restaurants, fun with 
family, cultural tradition 

 
Food (5Fs), family, 
Bicultural experience 

Essentialism, food as exotic, 
disrupts Asianization by 
distinguishing between 
Chinese food and Chinese 
American food 

 
 

As these major themes and patterns emerged, I also kept a record of key texts that exemplified 

the categories closely. During iterative readings, I began to notice passages of text, particular 

illustrations, or characters that clearly demonstrated how representations of Asian Americans aligned 
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with or disrupted AsianCrit. I denoted these key texts in the database using a color-coding function of 

Excel and marked texts that provided clear examples and insights as well as outliers. These texts were 

pulled out and highlighted throughout the findings.  

During the final process of coding, I integrated and refined categories and themes. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) referred to this process as “theoretical coding,” in which the researcher conceptualizes 

how codes may combine to support theoretical knowledge. Charmaz (2014) contended that this stage of 

analysis involves constructing the analytic story to one of coherence and theoretical direction. The 

findings reported in chapters 5 and 6 represent this analytic process, as it describes how the discrete 

codes within individual books come together to tell a story about Asian American representation and 

further, the racialization of Asian Americans in picturebooks.  

Finally, these last phases of analysis also included counting procedures, frequency analysis, and 

tabulation (Bell, 2001; Krippendorf, 2004). This was essential to the analysis as my study examined a 

large number of texts. Galda, Ash, and Cullinan (2000) asserted that this quantitative form of content 

analysis has a historic precedent in which researchers counted the number of images or representations 

of a particular cultural group in literature. My study produces counts that may provide insight into 

understanding the phenomena of Asian American representations in picturebooks, but these counts are 

not the final product or goal of the study. Rather, the counts inform the coding cycles and 

interpretations and were undertaken for their usefulness in explaining the representation of Asian 

Americans according to various factors such as racial/heritage identity, major themes, and publication 

growth. These counts were most frequently converted to percentages and presented in tables and in 

some appendices. 

My findings draw from a frequency analysis most clearly in Chapter 6 which reports on 

protagonist racial/heritage identity. Because my research question seeks to answer who is represented 

in picturebooks (and conversely who is not) and simultaneously is framed by the AsianCrit tenet of 
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strategic (anti) essentialism, a count is helpful in grounding the analysis. However, in other portions of 

the analysis, frequency counts were not as useful and thus were not an integral part of the analytic 

process. For example, a major theme to emerge from the data suggested Asian American characters 

were frequently represented in various stages of assimilation or acculturation. In this instance, 

describing frequencies was of little importance, and the analysis leaned more heavily on key texts that 

exemplified a stage of assimilation/acculturation.  

Researcher Positionality 

As I grapple with the topic of Asian American representation, I must begin with my own beliefs, 

experiences, and commitments as an Asian American researcher. I am a 2nd generation Korean American 

and was born in Seattle, Washington. Growing up, I was one of two Asian Americans in my grade 

throughout elementary school, which was overwhelmingly White. I do not recall a single book read 

aloud to me during elementary or middle school that featured an Asian character. However, I can clearly 

recall a number of memories of confusion, embarrassment, and miscommunication with teachers and 

classmates stemming from cultural issues. It was not until I entered college, and then years later, 

graduate school, that I began learning more about Asian American history and experiences –the history 

and experiences of my own people. I cannot help but feel cheated; I was denied not only an Asian 

American history but a sense of belonging. I did not realize that there were others like me, both before 

me and alongside, that experienced life similarly– feeling different from my neighbors, looking different 

from my peers, episodes of linguistic shame and language brokering, different rules, traditions and 

more. I never saw my experience reflected in books or TV, and I rarely saw people who looked like me in 

magazines or music videos. These progressive experiences are central to the scholarly focus in this study 

as well as my methodological and interpretive lens. 

I believe Asian Americans are deeply underheard, underserved, and understudied in schools 

today across all grade levels. Even within the socially, culturally, and politically charged atmosphere of 
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the U.S. in 2020, I still feel that Asian Americans are overlooked. This is complicated by the numerous 

representations of Asian Americans that have been constructed by the media, politicians, and society 

throughout U.S. history. Omi and Winant (1994) referred to this as racial formation, a process in which 

racial categories are “created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55). What is essential to 

understand is that racial formations, or representations, are both constructed and deconstructed for 

ideological reasons. I did not always understand this; accordingly, this study is my attempt to make the 

racial representations of Asian Americans more visible, particularly in the realm of children’s literature. 

As an East Asian American, I have frequently been confronted with the stereotype of the model 

minority. I have always gotten “good grades” and graduated from an Ivy League school. My father was 

an electrical engineer for nearly 20 years, and our family lived a comfortably middle-class existence 

when I was a child. I never questioned the model minority label, as it seemed to accurately represent 

our family’s experience. However, when I look back, there are cracks within this image of comfort and 

success. I was 7 years old when a man drove past and spit out the window at my father and I as we 

walked along a sidewalk, and only a little older than that when the first stranger pulled the corners of his 

eyes back with his fingers, laughing at me. I remember chanting playground rhymes like, “Chinese, 

Japanese, Dirty-knees” while jump-roping with my classmates. I remember wondering why my 

neighbor’s mother was always at home when mine worked all day, leaving early in the morning and 

returning home each night around 10:30PM. When I was in high school, my father was laid off from his 

engineering job and struggled to find employment, especially as his English proficiency declined with 

age. During the next decade, our family moved across the country, from a house to a duplex to 

apartments and at numerous times were served eviction notices. My parents held jobs as car mechanics, 

cafeteria food servers, baristas, and restaurant owners, among other positions. I recall during my junior 

year of college, coming home to my dorm room exhausted after a 20-hour work week, amazed that 

there were students all around me who could just attend college without working part-time as well.   
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The construction of the model minority strips away much of my experience. It ignores the racism 

and discrimination that was endemic to my experiences, disregards the hardship that is intertwined with 

immigration, and fabricates an image of success, wealth, and ease. Yet, I acknowledge the privileges 

afforded to me as an East Asian American, one who is often synonymous with Asian American, and thus 

able to reap benefits of panethnic socio-political identity. I recognize that I am a U.S. citizen, that I speak 

fluent English, that I attended rigorous and well-respected schools, and that I currently am financially 

stable. However, I resent that I must constantly negotiate my identity against stereotypes, defensively 

explaining how I do or do not align with racialized tropes and constructions.  

My experiences have led me to the present study. I am motivated to identify and understand 

how Asian Americans are represented in picturebooks, a medium I would have loved to see myself 

reflected in as a child. My own experiential knowledge convinces me that representations of Asian 

Americans are constructed and imbued with ideologies; moreover, they operate as “an interpretation, 

representation, or explanation of racial dynamics” (Omi & Winant, 1994, p. 56). This study addresses 

this phenomenon and explores it further, asking “How are these representations constructed?”, “Where 

do these representations reside?” “Who is represented?” and “To what purpose?”  

My experiences have also deeply guided the design and implementation of this study, 

influencing how I review literature, conduct analysis, and interpret findings. This study is an attempt to 

gain back some of the Asian American history, belonging, and perspective that had been silenced and 

erased in children’s literature and amplify Asian American resistance, agency, and grit as seen in their 

stories. Thus, I came to AsianCrit as a conceptual lens that honored these objectives by centralizing the 

specific ways that racial oppression affects and disturbs Asian American lives (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). 

Though I strive to be a rigorous and transparent researcher, objectivity is not necessarily my goal, or 

even achievable in social science research (Maxwell, 2013; Smagorinsky, 2008). Instead, I emulate 

Denzin and Lincoln’s (2011) conceptualization of the researcher as a methodological and epistemological 
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bricoleur, simultaneously an artist, interpreter, and collage-maker. This researcher is engaged in a 

constant tug-of-war between tensions and findings and contradictions and understanding. To convince 

the reader of my findings, I aim to make my processes visible and sufficiently contextualize my results.  

Summary 

 This chapter is an overview of the methodological framework for this study. This qualitative 

study investigates Asian American representations in picturebooks in two phases. In Phase One, I 

examine publication statistics of books by and/or about AP/APAs over time to gain a “big picture” 

understanding of Asian American representation in picturebooks. In Phase Two, I engage in a textual 

analysis of picturebooks. In both phases, critical content analysis is used to frame the study and identify 

how racialized ideologies permeate the representations of Asian Americans.   

 In this chapter, I also present a rationale for employing a qualitative approach and using critical 

content analysis as a method of analysis and expound on details regarding data collection, data analysis, 

and the positionality of the researcher. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS–PHASE ONE 

REPRESENTATIONS WITHIN PUBLISHING DIVERSITY STATISTICS 
 
 

In this chapter, I explain the findings of the analytic process in Phase One of this study which 

investigated the research question: How are Asian Americans picturebooks represented, in regard to 

publication rates and trends over time, within the broader context of Asian Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific 

American (APA) children’s literature? To address this question, I examine current and historic 

publication numbers of both Asian American picturebooks and AP/APA children’s literature as a whole 

published between 1994-2018 to establish statistical growth and trends as a point of comparison. 

Additionally, I analyze the books by and/or about AP/APAs according to book format and through a 

critical content analysis for 3 years, including 1994, 2006, and 2018, in order to explore growth and 

trends over time. 

In this analysis, I am guided by the Critical Race Theory (CRT) tenet of the Intercentricity of Race 

and Racism and the AsianCrit tenet of Asianization. Both of these tenets contend that race and racism 

are central factors in the experiences of People of Color (POC); however, Asianization points out that for 

Asian Americans, a mechanism of racism is the presentation of Asians and Asian Americans as a 

monolith. With this consideration, I transform publishing data to differentiate between Asian Americans 

and Asians and Pacific Islanders to gain a more accurate understanding of the “big picture” regarding 

publication of Asian American picturebooks.  

This chapter includes the findings and a brief discussion of the broader implications of this 

analysis. The chapter concludes with a brief summary.   

Publication History of Asian Pacific and Asian Pacific American Literature 

It is important to begin with a historical overview of publication trends within Asian Pacific and 

Asian Pacific American children’s literature. The best proxy available of this literature is derived from the 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC), which began documenting the numbers of books by and 
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about AP and APAs in 1994. Table 4.1 provides the number of books received by the CCBC, both in total 

and those by and/or about AP/APAs, as well as the relevant percentages they represent of the total 

number of books received during the years 1994-2001. During this time, an average of approximately 

4800 children’s books were published in the U.S. each year. Simultaneously, the percentage of books by 

and about AP/APAs each year hovered between 1-2% of the yearly total number of books published.  

Table 4.1 
 
Children’s Books By and About Asian Pacific (AP)/Asian Pacific Americans (APAs), 1994-2001 

Year 

Estimated Total 

Number of Books 

Published (U.S.) 

Number of Books By 

and About AP/APAs 

Percentage of Books By 

and About AP/APAs 

2001 5,000-5,500 96 1.8% 

2000 5,000-5,500 57 1.1% 

1999 5,000 61 1.2% 

1998 5,000 52 1.0% 

1997 4,500-5,000 66 1.4% 

1996 4,500 49 1.1% 

1995 4,500 91 2.0% 

1994 4,500 65 1.4% 

    
Note. Source: Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2018) 

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

 
 These AP/APA book numbers include all of the books published that year featuring AP/APA 

characters or content, as well as all of the books written and/or illustrated by creators of AP/APA 

descent. These books also represent all genres and formats within children’s literature, including board 

books, picturebooks, nonfiction, and young adult (YA) literature. Of prime significance in this data is that 

the representation of AP/APAs within children’s literature as a whole during these years was extremely 

marginal. Consequently, it may be understood that during the 1990s, children’s literature by and about 

AP/APAs was uncommon and infrequently published.  

https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/pcstats.asp
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 In 2002, the CCBC changed their documentation of books received in order to differentiate 

between books by authors and illustrators of color or as First/Native Nations peoples, and books about 

POC or First/Native Nations peoples. An example of the publishing statistics depicting this separation of 

books by AP/APAs and books about AP/APAs is seen in Table 4.2.    

Table 4.2 
 
Children’s Books By AP/APAs and About AP/APAs, 2002-2009 

Year 

Estimated Total 

Number of Books 

Published (U.S.) 

Number of Books By 

AP/APAs 

Number of Books 

About AP/APAs 

2009 3,000 67 80 

2008 3,000 77 98 

2007 3,000 56 68 

2006 3,000 72 74 

2005 2,800 60 64 

2004 2,800 61 65 

2003 3,200 43 78 

2002 3,150 46 91 

Note. Source: Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2018) 

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

 
Undoubtedly, this change in counting procedures provides more information and data about the 

books and creators that identify as POC or as First/Native Nations peoples. However, the changes in 

counting procedures have made it difficult to analogously compare these publication numbers with 

those published in the previous decade. For example, an Asian American author may be counted twice 

in the 2002 log if he/she was both an author of a book and that book featured an Asian American 

protagonist, whereas in the years 1994-2001, it may have only been counted once as being both by and 

about an Asian American. In order to grasp a more accurate comparison, I examined the annual logs of 

books received by the CCBC to count the total number of AP/APA books received and logged as being by 

https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/pcstats.asp
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and/or about AP/APAs for each respective year. This revision of the counts is supported by the CCBC 

which noted, “Because our process continues to evolve, comparing the numbers across the years is 

most useful for a broad picture of change, or lack of change” (CCBC, 2017, para. 11). These revised 

publishing counts are provided in Table 4.3 for the years 2002-2018.8  

Table 4.3 
 
Children’s Books By and/or About AP/APAs Received at the CCBC, 2002-2018  

Year 
Total Number of Books 

Received at CCBC  

Number of Books By 

and/or About AP/APAs 

Percentage of Books By 

and/or About AP/APAs 

2018 3,312 535 16.2% 

2017 3,500 465 13.3% 

2016 3,200 384 12% 

2015 3,200 243 7.6% 

2014 3,500 123 3.5% 

2013 3,200 134 4.2% 

2012 3,600 129 3.6% 

2011 3,400 130 3.8% 

2010 3,400 112 3.3% 

2009 3,000 119 4.0% 

2008 3,000 134 4.5% 

2007 3,000 105 3.5% 

2006 3,000 120 4.0% 

2005 2,800 100 3.6% 

2004 2,800 95 3.4% 

2003 3,200 98 3.1% 

2002 3,150 111 3.5% 

Note. Source: Cooperative Children’s Book Center AP/APA annual book logs  

 
8 Table 4.3 includes the variable “Total Number of Books Received at CCBC.” This is slightly different but analogous 
to the variable used in Tables 4.1 and 4.2, “Estimated Total Number of Books Published (U.S.).” This change in 
wording is reflected in the CCBC’s website and is used here to maintain consistency with the CCBC’s reporting of 
data. Prior to 2002, the CCBC relied on estimates rather than counts of the total number of books published. 
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The data compiled in Table 4.3 may by paired with that in Table 4.1 to better understand the 

publication growth of AP/APA books over the last 25 years. The data show that publication of books by 

and/or about AP/APAs have exhibited growth over time. From 2002 to 2014, the publication rate of 

books by and/or about AP/APAs was fairly consistent, representing approximately 3-4% of the total 

number of children’s books published annually. This proportional range, though improved over the 

previous decade’s average of 1-2% of all children’s books published, is still marginal, and the rate of 

publication may still be characterized as uncommon and infrequent. Of note in Table 4.3 however, is the 

sudden and rapid growth of AP/APA books documented between 2015–2018. Within these 4 years, the 

percentage of books by and/or about AP/APAs more than quadrupled. In 2015, the number of books by 

and/or about AP/APAs jumped considerably, with a publication increase of 120 books compared to the 

year prior. This is followed by another substantial increase in 2016 and again in 2017. Most recently, in 

2018, there were 535 books submitted to the CCBC as being either by and/or about AP/APAs, making up 

16.2% of the total children’s books published that year.  According to these numbers, it may be 

appropriate to describe AP/APA representation in children’s literature as vastly improved in the last few 

years and no longer as uncommon.  

The reasons for this sudden increase in books by and/or about AP/APAs are not definitively 

understood. However, the increasing socio-cultural and political national dialogue around diversity, 

equity, and inclusion discussed in Chapter 1 has likely influenced this growth. In addition, the formation 

of social media movements in kid lit, such as the #WeNeedDiverseBooks campaign, are credited for 

diversifying children’s literature in recent years (Gilmore, 2015; Oh, 2016b; WNDB, n.d.). 

It is of chief importance to recall that that these statistics, regardless of increase, include a 

variety of genres and formats and represent Asian Pacific and Asian Pacific Americans as a panethnic, 

panracial grouping. This has deep implications regarding the representation of specific AP/APA 

ethnicities, nationalities, and cultural affiliations in children’s literature; in part, this will be addressed in 
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the following chapters on Asian American picturebooks. It is also essential to note that in recent years, 

more translated books as well as books from publishers outside of the U.S. have been submitted to the 

CCBC, affecting the overall numbers and means of comparison with the book logs recorded in the 1990s 

and 2000s.  

This section provides a historical glance at the publication trends recorded by the CCBC. In the 

following, I describe the results of a qualitative critical content analysis of the CCBC data in order to 

separate and highlight the publication status of Asian American picturebooks. Further information 

regarding the qualitative critical inquiry methods of this analysis may be found in Chapter 3.  

Publication History of Asian American Picturebooks 

In this investigation, each annual CCBC log was analyzed to identify and count the total number 

of fiction Asian American picturebooks published each year from 1994 to 2018. Criteria for book 

selection are provided in Chapter 3. Books were analyzed for Asian American representation within the 

content of the narratives (e.g., through story elements such as characters or plot). Picturebooks that did 

not contain Asian American content but were written or illustrated by creators of Asian American 

descent were not included in this analysis. This is due to the primary objectives of this study–this phase 

of analysis purposes to provide clarifying publication information and analysis regarding Asian American 

picturebooks as a subgenre. Consequently, these counts are not intended to act as a rebuttal to the 

statistics provided by the CCBC; rather, they provide nuance to the understanding of what the statistics 

may or may not include. To that end, the final counts of Asian American picturebooks are contrasted 

with those AP/APA statistics published by the CCBC.  

Overall, an analysis of the CCBC logs establishes that the number of Asian American fiction 

picturebooks published each year is extremely marginal, even in comparison to the larger, yet still 

minimal, number of books by and/or about AP/APAs as a panethnic collective. Table 4.4 lists the number 
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of Asian American fiction picturebooks published each year, as well as the corresponding percentages 

that these titles make-up of the AP/APA books counted by the CCBC each year.  

Table 4.4 
 
Quantity of Asian American Fiction Picturebooks Received at the CCBC, 1994-2018  

Year 
Number of Books By 

and/or About AP/APAs 

Number of Asian 

American Fiction 

Picturebooks 

Percentage of Asian 

American Fiction 

Picturebooks 

2018 535 35 6.5% 

2017 465 16 3.4% 

2016 384 20 5.2% 

2015 243 13 5.3% 

2014 123 7 5.7 

2013 134 7 5.2% 

2012 129 9 7% 

2011 130 10 7.8% 

2010 112 6 5.4% 

2009 119 8 6.7% 

2008 134 8 6% 

2007 105 8 7.6% 

2006 120 15 12.5% 

2005 100 10 10% 

2004 95 6 6.3% 

2003 98 7 7.1% 

2002 111 12 10.8% 

2001 96 10 10.4% 

2000 57 8 14% 

1999 61 7 11.5% 

1998 52 8 15.4% 

1997 66 6 9.1% 

1996 49 6 12.2% 

1995 91 7 7.8% 
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1994 65 3 4.6% 

 
Over the past 25 years, it is clear that there has been a steady overall increase in the number of 

children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs that are submitted to the CCBC. While in 1994, only 65 books 

by and about AP/APAs were identified by the CCBC, in 2018 there were 535 books by and/or about 

AP/APAs received by the CCBC. The number of Asian American picturebooks has also increased; in 1994 

only 3 titles received by the CCBC could be categorized as such while in 2018, this number increased to 

35. More compelling information, however, can be found in column 4 of Table 4.4, which shows the 

proportion of Asian American picturebooks within the overall counts. Despite the overall growth in 

publication numbers, the proportion of picturebooks with Asian American content is shown to peak 

early on, followed by a fairly steady decline. The strongest period of growth was measured between the 

years 1996-2002, in which the proportion of Asian American picturebooks was approximately 12% of the 

total number of AP/APA books submitted to the CCBC. The growth in this period parallels a period of 

national interest and movements in multicultural education (Banks, 1996; Taxel, 1997; Nieto, 2000) and 

literature-based curriculum (Galda, Ash, & Cullinan, 2000); it also coincides with the rise in prominence 

and recognition of a few Asian American authors and illustrators such as Allen Say, Yumi Heo, Yoshiko 

Uchida and Ken Mochizuki. In more recent years, despite the explosive growth of AP/APA books counted 

by the CCBC, the proportion of Asian American picturebooks is largely lower than it has been historically, 

and in fact was at its lowest during 2017. Accordingly, it would be appropriate to characterize the Asian 

American corpus of picturebooks as being a marginal portion of the books by and/or about AP/APAs 

being published each year.  

The lack of overall and cumulative growth of Asian American picturebooks is important to note. 

The cultural zeitgeist demands more diversity within children’s literature; this is evidenced by the 

cropping up of social media movements such as #WeNeedDiverseBooks and #OwnVoices, which tracks 

and promotes cultural diversity and authenticity in children’s literature. It is also supported by the 
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growth of books about POC and First/Native Nations documented by the CCBC, particularly over the last 

five years (see Figure 4.1). Within this context, the stagnancy of Asian American picturebooks is 

troubling. As a format, picturebooks are the most common form of children’s literature read to and read 

by early elementary students (Duke, 2000). This suggests that despite the increased diversity of 

children’s literature in recent years, young children are not being exposed to, nor have access to, a 

robust collection of stories that reflect Asian American identities and experiences. 

Figure 4.1 

Number of Children’s Books About Diverse Groups, Published 2002-2018 

 
Note. Source: Cooperative Children’s Book Center (2018) 

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

The numbers and proportions of Asian American picturebooks also present a divergent 

perspective to the dialogue around diverse voices and stories in children’s literature. In the kid lit world, 

which encompasses children’s literature and children’s publishing domains and includes academic 

scholars, teachers, librarians, and publishing industry workers, demands for more AP and APA 

representation and inclusion have quietly dropped off the radar for many influential players. Asian 

voices and representation are not mentioned in Lee and Low Books’ much-touted 2017 and 2018 
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infographics on the “diversity gap” in children’s publishing (in contrast, the need for Black, Latinx, and 

Native representation is explicitly named) and is shown as needing the least number of books for 

equitable representation in Reflection Press’ 2017 diversity audits and analyses (Gonzalez & Gonzalez, 

2017). Other significant media sources in the kid lit domain, such as author and librarian blogs and 

websites, have posted about the increase in Asian representation while noting that Asians are the only 

demographic group aside from White to have a proportionally larger representation in literature than in 

U.S. population demographics (Elliot, 2015b; Koester, 2019). Implicitly, the attention appears to have 

shifted away from Asian representation due to its explosive growth. And yet, the stagnancy of Asian 

American picturebooks suggest that equitable and positive growth of Asian American stories for young 

children is still out of reach.  

In this section, I have described the publication numbers and growth trends of Asian American 

picturebooks over the years 1994-2018. While the publication of Asian American picturebooks has 

steadily increased over time, the proportion of books dedicated to Asian American picturebooks within 

the larger AP/APA corpus of children’s literature has declined. At its peak, in 1998, 52 books by and 

about AP/APAs were published. Of those, only eight depicted APA children living in the United States. 

This proportion has only declined since, suggesting that contemporary identities and experiences of 

Asian Americans are still vastly underrepresented in children’s picturebooks. In the following, I describe 

the literature that has historically and more recently made up the publication numbers of the AP/APA 

books received at the CCBC.  

A Closer Look at the AP/APA Publication Numbers 

 In order to more fully comprehend the implications of the data regarding Asian American 

representation in picturebooks, one must understand the context in which they were drawn from. In 

other words, if Asian American picturebooks make up only a minute proportion of the total books 

counted as being by and/or about AP/APAs, then what makes up the majority of those books counted 
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and received by the CCBC each year? It is beyond the scope of this study to examine this question 

comprehensively for each of the 25 years of CCBC data included in this study. However, a closer analysis 

of selected data over time may be useful for gaining a means of comparison and a deeper sense of 

normative trends. In the following, I present further analyses of the book logs maintained by the CCBC 

for three years: 1994, 2006, and 2018. These years were selected to highlight possible growth or decline 

over time. By describing the books logs for these respective years more systematically and more richly, 

the dialogue concerning cultural representation in children’s literature may become further nuanced. 

The focus of the analyses is twofold. Firstly, I depict the data set according to format using the 

following categories: board book, picturebook, juvenile fiction, young adult fiction (YA), and nonfiction. 

The first four categorizations offer insight into age/reading levels of the child audience but can also be 

grouped together under the umbrella genre category of fiction. Accordingly, an analysis of the books 

according to these classifications offer insight into the proportional aggregates of the types of books 

published by and/or about AP/APAs year to year, as well as the genre. The last category, nonfiction, 

does not offer as clear-cut age/reading level distinctions as its fiction counterpart because the category 

may include content in various physical formats, from concept board books to dense biographies. 

However, nonfiction distinction provides a means of comparison to better situate the picturebooks 

focused on in this study. In these analyses, book format and genre were determined according to the 

classifications noted by the CCBC; consequently, nonfiction included texts traditionally classified using 

the Dewey Decimal System, including graphic novels, poetry, and traditional literature as well as 

informational or factual texts.  

Secondly, the data set is also depicted through the lens of AsianCrit, in particular the tenet of 

Asianization, which examines the unique ways in which Asians and Asian Americans have been and 

continue to be racialized in the United States (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Most frequently, this is 

manifested in the aggregation of Asian peoples as one entity, whether it be Asians and Asian Americans 
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or the grouping of a multitude of Asian countries and nationalities. In order to examine if and how 

Asianization affects the children’s literature corpus, I analyze the selected CCBC book logs to 

differentiate between books about Asians and Pacific Islanders with books about Asian Americans. A 

third category of “other” is included in order to account for books that do not fit into either category, 

including books without AP/Asian American content such as stories utilizing animals as characters as 

well as books featuring racially ambiguous characters in which culture/ethnicity cannot be gleaned from 

the text. Further information about the criteria for each selection may be found in Chapter 3. This 

analysis is intended to provide a critical perspective about who and what is included in the children’s 

books published by and/or about AP/APAs each year.  

1994 

The CCBC first began documenting the publication numbers of books by and/or about AP/APAs 

in 1994. This first year, 65 books were identified and documented in their count.9 Of these, only three 

were identified as being a fiction picturebook about Asian Americans or Asian American culture. To 

better contextualize this number, Figure 4.2 depicts the proportion of books in the 1994 CCBC log 

according to format. During this year, 47% of all children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs were works 

of fiction in various formats including board books (5%), picturebooks (23%), juvenile fiction (8%), and 

YA fiction (11%). 53% of the books in the log were identified as being a work of nonfiction. In this year, 

the books published by and/or about AP/APAs were fairly evenly split between fiction and nonfiction 

genres. Additionally, within fiction, the number of books available for young children (including 22 board 

books and picturebooks) as well as for older children (including 18 juvenile and young adult books) is 

relatively uniform. 

 
9 In my examination of the 1994 book logs, I counted a total of 78 books received/noted by the CCBC for this year. 
This discrepancy of publication counts is most likely due to the fact that the CCBC continues to revise these logs as 
more books are identified; these recounts may not be reflected in previously published statistical data. For the 
sake of this analysis, I analyzed all books included in the 1994 book log, using a total of 78 books.   
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Figure 4.2  
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Format, 1994 
 

 

 A deeper look at the subgenres of books comprising the nonfiction titles is also useful. Of the 41 

nonfiction titles published in 1994, 24 texts were informational in nature, 16 texts were works of 

traditional literature, and 1 was identified as a screenplay. The 24 informational texts were largely 

textbook-like products by educational publishers or small specialized serial books focused on content 

area subjects such as social studies or geography. For example, publishers such as New Discovery Books, 

Millbrook, and Crestwood House make up nearly half of the informational books logged, with serial 

publications such as Korean Americans (Bandon, 1994), Vietnamese Americans (Bandon, 1994), and 

Chinese Americans (Bandon, 1994). Such books are often published in a group within the same collection 

and are written by the same author. The length and subject matter of these books suggest that the 

majority of them are intended for older readers from upper elementary through high school.  

The 16 books identified as traditional literature were overwhelmingly cultural folktales set in 

Asian countries such as China and India, with characters and setting depicted both visually and textually 

as being from “long ago”; the exceptions were myth compilations and fairy tales, though these were 

also set in Asia. The great majority of the traditional literature titles were in a picturebook or storybook 
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format and likely intended for young readers in early elementary grades. Proportionally, these 16 books 

made up approximately 20.5% of the books logged by the CCBC for that year.   

A secondary layer of critical analysis of the 1994 data focused on Asian Pacific vs. Asian 

American representation found that 40 books, or 51% were about Asian Pacifics or Asian Pacific culture, 

while 24 books, or 31%, were about Asian Americans or Asian American culture. An additional 14 books, 

or 18%, were books that were not applicable in either category, having neither Asian nor Asian American 

content or characters. A proportional visual of this data may be seen in Figure 4.3.  

Figure 4.3 
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Cultural Representation, 1994 
 

 
 
It is important to note that of the books published by and about AP/APAs in 1994 as counted by 

the CCBC, more than half feature content centering on Asians outside of the U.S. This includes all of the 

traditional literature books, a majority of the informational texts, and several picturebooks and novels. 

This geographical positioning feeds into stereotypes of Asians being from “far away” while the large 

number of folktales and myths in this category also perpetuate stereotypes of Asians being from “long 

ago.” This is more discernible through other comparisons of genre and format. For example, 18 fiction 

picturebooks by and/or about AP/APAs were published in 1994, only three of which featured Asian 
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Americans or Asian American content. The remainder was made up of a majority of animal stories, but 

also books with Asian content, and books with non-Asian characters. During this same period, 16 

picturebooks of folktales and myths were published. For young elementary readers, this suggests that in 

1994 books perpetuating notions of Asians as being from “far away and long ago” were more plentiful as 

well as obtainable, while books featuring Asian Americans were extremely limited.   

An examination of the titles inclusive of Asian American characters and content as a whole 

during 1994 is also important. An example of the types of books with Asian American content published 

this year include a photographic essay of Asian Americans, a book of short stories centered on 

immigration, two books set in Chinatowns, several novels and chapter books with Asian American 

protagonists, several serial informational texts as well as other non-serial informational texts, three 

fiction picturebooks, and a play. Overall, the selection is quite varied and explore subjects significant to 

the Asian American experience such as immigration, ethnic communities, Japanese American 

incarceration, and family life. Though some of the titles explore the Asian American experience as a 

monolith, the majority of the titles explore the characters and cultures of specific ethnic and cultural 

communities such as Chinese Americans, West Indian Americans, and Japanese Americans.  

 To summarize, the children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs published and logged by the CCBC 

in 1994 were closely split down fiction and nonfiction genres and inclusive of various formats such as 

board books, picturebooks, juvenile fiction, YA fiction, textbooks, and more. A majority of these books, 

51%, concerned Asian and Asian Pacific culture and characters, while only 31% concerned Asian 

American culture and characters. This discrepancy of representation is amplified when considering the 

books and formats most accessible for various age and grade levels. Identifying Asian American stories 

for young elementary-age children is nearly an insurmountable task when contrasted with the other 

books published for children in that year. It is appropriate to recall the minute total number of books 

included in this analysis comparatively against the total number of books published that year. The books 



 102 

by and/or about AP/APAs counted by the CCBC in 1994 only accounted for 1.4% of the total children’s 

books published that year. Consequently, it is essential to recognize that the proportional data depicted 

in this analysis represents an insignificant number of books as a whole.  

 Finally, of note regarding the 1994 publications is that due to the small number of books logged, 

the effect of single authors, illustrators, and publishing houses on the AP/APA corpus acted as a ripple, 

influencing Asian American representation in important ways. For example, Polychrome Publishing, a 

small publishing house dedicated to Asian American literature for children, was responsible for 

publishing four titles on the CCBC’s list, with 1994 marking their first year of sales. These four titles 

published by Polychrome include two of the three fiction picturebooks included in the CCBC’s 1994 log. 

As a result, this niche publisher’s contributions to the Asian American corpus of children’s literature is 

significant and amplified, despite its comparatively small footprint in regard to number of books 

published. In a similar fashion, the single or multiple contributions of AP/APA authors and illustrators 

resulted in diversifying the Asian American content published during this year.  

2006 

Twelve years after the previous analysis, the CCBC documented a total of 120 books published 

by and/or about AP/APAs in their 2006 book logs. This marked increase, nearly twice the number of 

books published in 1994, represented approximately 4% of the estimated total of children’s books 

published that year. An analysis of the 2006 book log according to format reveals that of the 120 books, 

40%, or 48 books, were picturebooks, 12%, or 14 books, were works of juvenile fiction, 12%, or 14 

books, were YA fiction, 2%, or 2 books, were board books, and 27%, or 33 books, were nonfiction.  In 

addition, 7%, or 9 books, were identified as being blends of both fiction and nonfiction; most of these 

were picturebook concept books for young children but also included informational books couched in 

fiction. A proportional visual illustration of these numbers can be seen in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4 
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Format, 2006 
 

 
 

Together, titles categorized within the fiction genre–including board books, picturebooks, 

juvenile fiction, and YA–made up 66% of the total books by and/or about AP/APAs published in 2006. 

Proportionally, this marked a significant increase from the genres of books submitted over a decade 

earlier in 1994, suggesting a growing shift towards fiction titles by and/or about AP/APAs. Aside from 

the 27% of the books identified as works of nonfiction, the remaining 7%, or 9 books, that were 

identified as “blends” of fiction and nonfiction could reasonably be added to either category. This 

categorization was not present or needed in the 1994 analysis, indicating a change in genre categories 

wherein lines between fiction and nonfiction are blurred. This is consistent with trends in children’s 

literature regarding the growth of hybrid books in recent decades where dichotomous categorizations 

are seen as less relevant (Colman, 2007).  

Changes in subgenre are evident in the types of nonfiction books published as well. The titles 

categorized as nonfiction included 19 informational books, five biographies or memoirs, five works of 

traditional literature, two graphic novels, and two books categorized as other; these included an 

interview and a book written in verse with a musical accompaniment. The books categorized as 
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informational included several submissions by educational publisher Marshall Cavendish Benchmarks, 

including serial titles such as Projects about Nineteenth-Century Chinese Immigrants and Projects about 

Ancient China, as well as encyclopedic texts from publishers such as National Geographic and World 

Almanac. Aside from these informational texts, 2006 saw an increased variety of subgenres within 

nonfiction which resulted in more varied Asian American content. For example, a biography 

(Oppenheim, 2006) of Clara Breed, a White woman librarian who supported Japanese American children 

during World War II, a memoir of a Chinese immigrant traveling through the Angel Island checkpoint in 

the 1920s (Wong, 2006), and an interview with Deepak Chopra by teens (Chopra, 2006) were some of 

the selections among the nonfiction books published.  

Of the 48 picturebooks published in 2006, 15 titles were identified as Asian American fiction. 

These texts represented a wide range of topics and themes; significantly, many of these were stories of 

the bicultural Asian American childhood experience, from school stories to historical fiction to accounts 

of adoption. However, together these 15 books depict a narrow experience as they nearly all highlighted 

East Asian American children and cultures; a notable exception was Uma Krishnaswami’s picturebook 

The Closet Ghosts (2006) about a young girl who scares away the ghosts in her closet with the help of 

Hanuman, an important figure in Hindu mythology. The remainder of the picturebooks published this 

year included nine books focused on Asian Pacific characters or culture, 11 books about animals or 

inanimate objects, and 12 books centered on non-AP/APA characters. This latter group also included 

books with a multicultural cast of characters and racially ambiguous characters.  

The second layer of critical analysis made further nuances in Asian and Asian American 

representation visible. Of the 120 books by and/or about AP/APAs in 2006, 42 books centered Asian 

Pacific characters or culture, 40 books centered Asian Americans or Asian American culture, and the 

remaining 38 books were categorized as not applicable in either category, as they either centered non-
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Asians, animals, or other non-human story elements. Figure 4.5 depicts a visual illustration of this 

analysis.  

Figure 4.5 
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Cultural Representation, 2006 
 

 
In comparison to 1994’s critical analysis, 2006’s analysis showed a decrease in content focused 

on Asian Pacific content, as well as a subsequent increase in books with no Asian/Asian American 

content. Proportionally, Asian American representation within the AP/APA books published remained 

relatively steady, showing an increase of two percentage points when compared to 1994. This is 

consistent with the larger findings of this phase of study that painted the proportional quantity of Asian 

American content as showing minor growth over time.  

The Asian American content represented in books during 2006 was most strongly represented 

through two formats: picturebooks and juvenile fiction. In these books, topics around bicultural identity 

such as adoption, cultural customs and traditions, school experiences, and cultural conflicts were 

frequently explored in contemporary settings, though there were also several works of picturebook 

historical fiction that were published as well. Juvenile fiction books were also quite varied and included 

the first appearances of Asian American serial tween characters Pacey Lin and Ruby Lu, from authors 
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Grace Lin and Lenore Look respectively, as well as a story narrated by a Thai American girl. Other 

selections included a sports fiction chapter book and a humorous adventure book featuring a “SWAT” 

(Secret World Adventure Team) mission. In addition, a few titles also featured storylines that were 

centered on universal experiences or non-cultural content such as nature and the changing seasons. 

Overall, an increasing diversity of book format, subgenres, and subject matter is present in the 2006 

book log in ways that were lacking in the 1994 book log. 

An examination of the 38 books categorized as not applicable revealed that the majority of 

these were texts illustrated by an AP/APA person or were both written and illustrated by AP/APA 

persons; books authored by an AP/APA person without containing cultural content was rare but 

included a picturebook adaptation of M. Night Shymalan’s film Lady in the Water as well as a middle-

grade novel about a 12-year-old girl named AnnMarie Wilcox from Korean American writer Jenny Han. 

 In summary, the 2006 CCBC logs showed a significantly larger number of books published by 

and/or about AP/APAs as compared to 12 years prior. The format and genres of books identified during 

this time also grew more diversified and complex. More hybrids between genres, such as fiction and 

nonfiction, flourished, and books by and/or about AP/APAs expanded to include more juvenile fiction, 

picturebooks, and types of nonfiction. In addition, these books catalogued by the CCBC in 2006 were 

fairly evenly split between representing AP characters and content, Asian American characters and 

content, and non-cultural content; this reflects a decline in the proportion of books centering Asian 

Pacific cultures within the corpus as a whole.  

 However, it is again essential to temper this statistical analysis with the proportionally small 

number of books represented. Despite the increase in publications, books by and/or about AP/APAs in 

2006 still only represented 4% of the estimated total number of children’s books published that year 

with only a fraction of that representing Asian American experiences. For most readers then, including 
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elementary, middle-grade, and high school students, Asian American experiences were still uncommon 

to see in books.  

 Finally, it is critical to note that the 2006 book log included additions that were not relevant to 

the 1994 log that affected the final counts, including translations, books by non-US publishers, and 

books published by independent presses. The 2006 book log included seven titles identified as 

translations, nine titles by non-US publishers, and two books by independent presses. When considering 

the marginal number of books being published in total, these numbers are important to consider as they 

impact the understanding of publication growth in the U.S. Not only are these books more difficult for 

children to access, thereby further limiting their consumption of books with AP/APA content, but they 

also reflect stories that most likely do not center Asian American experiences and content due to their 

original publication countries. Additionally, these additions also hold implications regarding who is 

responsible for diversifying children’s literature. The “Big 5”, or the five main publishing houses in the 

U.S. that account for the vast majority of trade book sales (including Penguin Random House, Simon & 

Schuster, HarperCollins, MacMillan, and Hachette) are estimated to be responsible for over 80% of 

American trade book sales and have an undeniable control over the trade book market (McIlroy, 2018; 

Sims, 2018). The analysis of the 2006 AP/APA books suggests that whether they are responsible for the 

increasing diversity trends in children’s literature is up for debate.  

2018 

Twelve years following the 2006 analysis, the landscape of AP/APA children’s books appeared to 

have changed dramatically. During 2018, the CCBC recorded a record total of 535 books received by 
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and/or about AP/APAs, including 351 books by AP/APAs and 314 books about AP/APAs.10 This group of 

books reflected nearly 15% of the estimated total number of children’s books published in 2018 and 

represented a remarkable increase over time considering that in 1994, less than 1.5% of the total 

children’s books published were by and/or about AP/APAs. Included in this larger collection of books 

was a total of 35 Asian American fiction picturebooks, which comprised 6.5% of the collection of books 

by and/or about AP/APAs.  

 An analysis of this 2018 collection according to format shows that 5%, or 26 books, were board 

books, 30%, or 157 books, were picturebooks, 46.7%, or 245 books were juvenile/YA fiction,11 and 

18.5%, or 97 books, were nonfiction. A proportional visual illustration of these figures can be seen in 

Figure 4.6.  

Figure 4.6 
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Format, 2018 
 

 
 

 
10 As noted in the 2006 analysis, these counts include books published by non-US publishers. The CCBC also 
publishes numbers for children’s books published by US publishers only, which is more relevant to this study; 
however, this distinction has only been recorded since 2015. Because the 1994 and 2006 analyses included all 
books received regardless of publisher, I also analyze this larger number for the sake of consistency in data 
analysis. In addition, I have excluded 10 books included on the 2018 list which were reprints of books published in 
a different year. There were no reprints listed in either the 1994 or 2006 book logs. Consequently, a total of 525 
books by and/or about AP/APAs submitted to the CCBC in 2018 were analyzed for this portion of the study.  
11 For the 2018 analysis, I group both juvenile fiction and young adult fiction together; in the previous 1994 and 
2006 analyses, these were identified separately. This is because the CCBC aggregates the two formats in their 2018 
book logs, reflecting a change from previous years’ cataloguing system.  

Board Books 5%

Picturebooks 30%

Juvenile and YA Fiction 47%

Nonfiction 18%
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 In 2018, the stark and uneven split between fiction and nonfiction genres is unmistakable and 

reflects a large change compared to the previous analyses. Fiction books, including board books, 

picturebooks, juvenile and YA novels, make up approximately 82% of the total books by and/or about 

AP/APAs while nonfiction texts comprise 18% of the total. This is a continuation of the trend noted in 

2006, in which both the number and proportion of fiction publications increased significantly. This trend 

favoring fiction is further magnified when examining the makeup of texts catalogued as nonfiction. A 

total of 97 books were categorized as nonfiction, but less than half of these books were informational in 

nature, including biographies and memoirs, history texts, books about the natural world, and serials. In 

addition, only one out of the 97 nonfiction texts was identified as a work of traditional literature. Rather, 

the majority of these texts were works of animal fantasy, science fiction, and fictional graphic novels, all 

of which were targeted to middle and secondary school readers. Consequently, it would be appropriate 

to say that in 2018, not only did the number of books by and/or about AP/APAs grow substantially, but 

that the growth chiefly represented a dramatic surge of fictional stories, particularly for older readers.  

The uptick in AP/APA books for older readers is one of the clearest trends in the 2018 data. In 

1994, there were 15 works of juvenile or young adult fiction by and/or about AP/APAs; by 2018, this 

number had risen to 245 unique books, including stories featuring animal characters, contemporary 

realistic fiction, fantasy, historical fiction, science fiction, and more. 120 of these books were categorized 

as contemporary fiction by the CCBC. Overall, these books represented the deepening complexity within 

the corpus of children’s literature by and/or about AP/APAs as they cast characters of Asian descent in 

various roles and identities that were previously not seen or rarely seen in American teen literature. For 

example, some of these texts explored lesbian and gay identities, autism spectrum disorder, faith and 

spirituality, and bicultural identities (e.g., British Chinese, Australian Singaporean), as well as biracial and 

multiracial identities. In addition, there were 72 fantasy books published for middle grade and teen 
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readers, many of which were serial installments, indicating that these were stories with established 

audiences.  

Picturebooks greatly increased in number during 2018 as well, though proportionally within the 

corpus of books by and/or about AP/APAs, the format decreased since the 2006 analysis, in favor of 

more books for older readers. One hundred and fifty-seven picturebooks were identified in total; this 

included 22 books by non-US publishers. Within this grouping, 35 books were identified to center on 

Asian American characters or content out of a total of 70 picturebooks catalogued as contemporary 

realistic fiction. The remainder of these contemporary books featured a majority of racially ambiguous 

characters, characters from or living in Asian countries, or a multicultural grouping of characters. Aside 

from those texts logged as realistic fiction, picturebook publications also included a large number of 

animal stories, fantasy tales, and picturebook biographies, histories, and concept books.  

A second layer of critical analysis illuminated issues of diverse representation in these most 

recent publications. Of the 535 books by and/or about AP/APAs published in 2018, 17%, or 91 books, 

highlighted Asian Pacific characters or content, 41%, or 221 books, highlighted Asian American 

characters or content, and 42%, or 223 books, were not applicable to either category. Figure 4.7 

provides a visual illustration of the proportional data. 
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Figure 4.7 
 
AP/APA Children’s Books According to Cultural Representation, 2018 
 

 
 

 
At first glance, it appeared that the most recent statistics regarding books by and/or about 

AP/APAs indicated that books with Asian American content as well as without any cultural content had 

increased significantly, both in number and proportion, over the last decade and that the numbers and 

proportion of books centering on Asian Pacific content had decreased considerably. These trends are 

important to consider generally, as these changes in AP/APA depictions in literature may be indicative of 

larger societal shifts in AP/APA depiction over time. In particular, the growing number and proportion of 

books with Asian American content implied a large and accessible collection of children’s books about 

Asian American identities and experiences. However, a closer examination of the titles comprising these 

numbers provided a more complex picture.  

 Overall, the CCBC recorded a total of 314 books about AP/APAs in 2018.12 The vast majority of 

the 91 books with Asian Pacific content were works of fantasy and nonfiction. Fantasy books included 

 
12 However, in my investigation, I catalogued 312 books about AP/APAs due to the presence of 2 reprints. The 312 
books counted in this analysis include the 221 books about APAs as well as the 91 books about APs. 

Asian Characters and Content 17%

Asian American Characters 
and Content 41%

NA (No Cultural Content) 42%
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publications for both young children as well as teens; in particular, there were a large number of fantasy 

serial publications, and most commonly, these were set in China, Japan, and India. Nonfiction texts 

included some informational books on topics such as the Vietnam War, the natural world such as the 

Gobi Desert and Mt. Everest, holidays, languages, and famous figures such as Confucius, Gandhi, and the 

Dalai Lama. However, the majority of nonfiction texts centering Asia and Asian culture were comprised 

of graphic novels set in specific Asian countries or “Asian-inspired” settings (as described by the CCBC 

book log, 2018).  

Two hundred and twenty-one books were identified as books about APAs. The great majority of 

these texts were contemporary realistic fiction chapter books and novels. These included a wide range 

of APA characters and ethnic affiliations, including narrations from a Punjabi Canadian to a Cambodian 

American to a Korean Brazilian American. Two major trends were observed about the books about 

APAs. Firstly, a large number of books included biracial and multiracial perspectives. Out of the 221 

books about APAs, 41, or 18.6%, were identified as including biracial or multiracial characters. This 

number is also likely a low estimate, as there were a large number of books including characters who 

were racially ambiguous and/or logged in the data as having “brown skin;” it may be that more authors 

and illustrators intended for their characters to reflect biracial or multiracial identities but were not 

explicitly identified as such. Secondly, it was impossible not to notice that the APA content in many of 

the books came by the form of secondary characters in the text. These were APA characters that were 

often best friends or mentors to the main character–most often White– or appeared as a character with 

very few cultural markers or descriptions. For example, a character may be identified as being of APA 

descent through their first name or surname, or through a description of their skin color and included in 

the log for books about AP/APAs. However, in these books, a cultural identity or affiliation is not central 

to the story, or in many cases, even touched upon. For example, out of 103 contemporary fiction novels 

and chapter books containing AP/APA content, 58, or 56%, were books in which the AP/APA characters 
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were not the protagonist. For such texts, it is more appropriate to say that stories included AP/APA 

characters or content but were not necessarily about AP/APAs. This distinction is critical to note, as the 

CCBC statistics both advertently and inadvertently send signals to the publishing industry regarding the 

diverse inclusion of racial and ethnic voices.   

A significant proportion of books, 42%, were catalogued as being not applicable to either 

category. These included a wide variety of books, including animal stories, concept books, maker/craft 

books, and stories about nature or the natural world. A great number of these titles were those 

illustrated by a person of AP/APA descent. Additionally, there were a number of books with human 

protagonists that were too racially ambiguous to be counted as reflecting Asian Pacific or Asian 

American content. For example, 31 picturebooks published in 2018 were observed by the CCBC to 

include a character with “brown skin”; an additional 33 books were noted to include a multicultural cast 

of characters in which an AP/APA may be included. The large number of books with racially ambiguous 

and/or multicultural characters may also appropriately be identified as a trend in the 2018 literature, 

though again, it is questionable whether these books should be considered as being about AP/APAs. This 

issue is compounded when considering that some publishers may be seeking to meet implicit diversity 

quotas or expectations without regard for actual racial/heritage representation. For example, when I 

inquired with an illustrator regarding her intentions for character racial/heritage identity, she responded 

that there was no racial/heritage identity in mind when she was illustrating characters as she was 

directed by her editor to “just draw them with brown skin and brown hair” (personal correspondence, 

2018).  

Finally, another important finding to emerge in the 2018 log concerned the types of texts 

included that were not relevant in the 1994 log. It is the case that as the cultural zeitgeist has demanded 

more diversity in children’s literature, the CCBC statistics have grown in notability (CCBC, 2019). 

Consequently, the books received at the CCBC each year may be influenced by different players in the 
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publishing industry, all of whom may hold different motivations for sending their books to be counted. 

Over time, the AP/APA book logs have included increasingly larger numbers of books such as 

translations, reprints, books by non-US publishers, and books by small or independent publishing 

houses. This was evident in the 2006 log; however, it is nearly impossible to miss in the 2018 log, which 

included a significant number of these texts. This bias in the numbers is important to recognize when 

using publication statistics to come to conclusions about AP/APA representation in children’s literature, 

especially because such books are often not as accessible to readers for either purchase or borrowing in 

school and library systems.  

In summary, the 2018 CCBC book logs recorded dramatic growth in books by and/or about 

AP/APAs. This year marked the largest number of AP/APA children’s publications on record in all format 

of books, and also reflected the greatest range of titles in various genres and subgenres. Many of the 

types of books published in 2018– including subgenres such as science fiction and graphic fantasies, but 

also in content, such as LGBTQ fiction and multiracial protagonists– were not visible in the previous 

analyses, indicating that it is only in recent years that the AP/APA corpus has begun to include AP/APA 

perspectives and narratives for various interest areas and age levels. Overwhelmingly, the books 

catalogued in 2018 were works of fiction, including board books, picturebooks, juvenile fiction, graphic 

novels, and YA fiction; of these, a majority were intended for middle grade, teen, and young adult 

readers.  

Additionally, a critical analysis of the 2018 books by and/or about AP/APAs revealed that 42% 

did not contain cultural content, 41% included Asian American content, and 17% included Asian Pacific 

content. This reflected a proportional increase of books reflecting Asian American content and a 

subsequent decrease in books reflecting Asian Pacific content as compared to previous years. The 

increase in books without significant cultural content is also notable, though this number is important to 

contextualize. A majority of these books included animal/concept books illustrated by AP/APA 
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illustrators and books categorized as reflecting either general multicultural content or racially 

ambiguous protagonists. Overall, an examination of these books revealed that there was a significant 

increase in books reflecting diverse AP/APA voices, including representations of ethnic affiliations and 

identities, biracial and multiracial perspectives, and other diverse identities, including characters with 

neurodiverse, queer, or disability perspectives. However, in many of these books, these AP/APA 

characters played secondary parts or their cultural identities were not explored or elaborated upon.    

Discussion of AP/APA Publishing Growth and Trends 

In the previous section, I investigated the publication of children’s books by and/or about 

AP/APAs during the course of three years, including 1994, 2006, and 2018, using the CCBC logs of 

diverse literature. While examining each of the 25 years of book logs catalogued by the CCBC is beyond 

the scope of this study, it is reasonable to assume that by looking at the data from the first and last year, 

as well as the midpoint, major trends over time may be observed and described. 

 In 1994, the first year that books by and about AP/APAs were recorded by the CCBC, there was 

an extremely marginal number of books published. Of these, a majority were dominated by depictions 

of Asians as being from “long ago and far away”; this was seen in the large number of folktales and 

myths published and included in the log, as well as the large number of textbooks about Asia, and other 

informational nonfiction titles. This was a key finding to my understanding of AP/APA representation in 

children’s literature, because it revealed how rare actual stories about AP/APAs were. It is easy to forget 

that the field of children’s literature is vast and not made up of only picturebooks and novels. After all, 

Kiefer (2010) contended, “a child’s book is any book a child is reading” (p. 6). This includes stories in 

various formats of course, but also textbooks, encyclopedias, and serials– all of which are reflected in 

the CCBC publishing data.  Accordingly, I learned it was essential to keep in mind that children’s 

publishing growth does not necessarily mean that there is an increase in stories, particularly those that 
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may be read with an aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1978) in which the reader may dive into a reading 

with pleasure and for purposes of enjoyment as opposed to didacticism.  

By 2006, publication numbers had increased. Books published this year reflected more 

complexity in depictions, which were visible both in the wider variety of genres present as well as the 

character roles and archetypes. For example, Asian Americans were central characters in subgenres such 

as juvenile sports fiction, humor, and adventure and began to appear as starring characters within a 

series. These roles represented more freedom for Asian American characters as they moved beyond the 

limitations of representations that were of “long ago and far away.” This freedom was also possible for 

AP/APA authors and illustrators, as they began producing more texts that did not revolve around their 

cultural identities. This was seen in the increased number and proportion of texts that did not have 

cultural content. A continuation of this trend was also clear in the 2018 book log, where AP/APA authors 

and illustrators produced increasingly creative texts that were not seen in previous years, such as books 

dedicated to arts and crafts, kid’s cookbooks, and novelty books.  

This variety in format, genre, and content is also a critical finding in this analysis. Whereas 

previously, representation of Asian Americans was most frequently seen in Asian American storying in 

fiction, over time, it is clear that the producers (i.e., authors and illustrators) themselves also provide 

representation. They matter, not just because they are able to relay cultural accuracies or a sense of 

authenticity to texts, but because Asian American representation extends even to the types of crafts 

children may be invited to make and the recipes they might try out. This is true even if the content of 

the books are not rooted in Asian heritages. After all, the Asian American identity is not only tied up in 

external aspects of culture but deeply rooted in social practices, political contexts, and popular culture.   

Though the 2006 and 1994 logs were dominated by AP/APA depictions that were centrally of 

East Asians and East Asian Americans, the most recent publication statistics showed that by 2018, the 

books by and/or about AP/APAs had grown tremendously in number and included a more diverse range 
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of Asian American voices and characters. With a greater number of books comes more blurring within 

genres and content, however, and consequently, a significant number of books were catalogued as 

being about AP/APAs though they did not explicitly center on AP/APA protagonists and/or content. This 

brings up a distinction brought up by film director Ava DuVernay (2015) who advocated for inclusion 

rather than diversity:  

I really hate the word ‘diversity’. . . it feels like medicine. Diversity is like, ‘Ugh, I have to do 
diversity.’ I recognize and celebrate what it is, but that word, to me, is a disconnect. There’s an 
emotional disconnect. Inclusion feels closer, belonging is even closer. . . I just want us to think 
about belonging. Think about who belongs. And welcoming people into that belonging. 
(Chernikoff, para. 12) 
 

DuVernay’s words serve as a reminder that the increase in quantity of children’s books about AP/APAs 

in recent years may reflect a growing heterogeneity that disguises equitable representation. Thus, the 

phenomenon of Asian American representation in children’s literature must go beyond seeing if Asian 

Americans books are published and delve into Asian American inclusion and belonging in the narratives 

themselves. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented a qualitative content analysis of the data on AP/APA children’s 

literature published from 1994-2018. In particular, I described publication numbers of books by and/or 

about AP/APAs over time and highlighted the publication numbers of Asian American fiction 

picturebooks during the same time period. Overall, children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs have 

been extremely marginal, representing less than 4% of all children’s books published each year. 

However, beginning in 2014 there have been a surge of growth in books by and/or about AP/APAs with 

record numbers of publications and representation in 2018. Simultaneously, my analysis revealed that 

Asian American picturebooks have been marginally published over time.   

 The latter half of this chapter examined the publications of books by and/or about AP/APAs over 

time through a layered analysis of books according to format and cultural content for three years, 
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including 1994, 2006, and 2018. These analyses have confirmed the overall growth of books in number 

but also in variety of format, subject matter, and ethnic/cultural representation. The diversity of texts in 

recent years not only implies that there are more opportunities for children and youth to see 

themselves in books in ways that were not possible previously but sheds light on why representation in 

genre, format, and content is needed. In particular, the 2018 book logs provided evidence that there are 

an increasing number of stories for teens reflecting various Asian American voices and experiences.  

 In contrast, the proportion of books categorized as Asian American picturebooks have remained 

minimal, suggesting that there are a limited number of representations of Asian Americans for young 

elementary readers. In the next chapters, I report on the findings of Phase Two of this study which 

provides a critical content and thematic analysis of the Asian American picturebooks published over the 

last 26 years, from 1993-2018. 
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CHAPTER 5 
FINDINGS–PHASE TWO 

REPRESENTATIONS IN ASIAN AMERICAN PICTUREBOOK GENRES 
 
 

In this chapter, I present the findings of the analytic process in Phase Two of this study, which 

investigated the central research question: How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks? 

Altogether, I examined a text set of 356 Asian American picturebooks published from 1993 to 2018 using 

a critical content and thematic analysis reliant on a conceptual foundation of AsianCrit that sought to 

understand, uncover, and transform the inequities present for Asian Americans in U.S. society and 

embedded in literature (Short, 2009).  

My analysis in this chapter examines the second research question regarding Asian American 

representation in children’s literature: How are Asian Americans represented in picturebooks according 

to genre? I categorize the picturebooks in the text set by genre and report on the number and 

proportion of picturebooks in each genre. I also describe major patterns, themes, and/or storylines 

within each genre according to the content analysis guidelines that utilized iterative readings of texts to 

identify codes and categories related to content and theme (further information about the content and 

thematic analysis methodology may be found in Chapter 3).  

In the readings of these texts, I focused on multiple tenets of AsianCrit laid out by Museus & 

Iftikar (2013), including Asianization (i.e., the notion that Asian Americans are racialized in specific ways 

in U.S. society [p. 23]), (Re)constructive History (i.e., the re-analysis of history to acknowledge and 

expose racism towards Asian Americans [p. 25]), and Story, Theory, and Praxis (i.e., the centering of 

Asian American scholars and voices in addition to recognizing the importance and integration of 

counter-stories, theoretical work, and practice [p. 27]). In addition, I draw on centralizations of Critical 

Race Theory (CRT), as AsianCrit does not purport to replace CRT but to build upon it so that it may apply 

more specifically to Asian Americans. Drawing from these tenets, I utilized the following questions to 

guide my analysis:  
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• In which ways do Asian American picturebook genres racialize Asian American peoples 

and experiences?  

• In which ways do Asian American picturebook genres acknowledge or erase racism and 

discrimination towards Asian Americans? 

By examining the text set by genre, I identify significant patterns within the narratives that are relevant 

to the construction of racialized representations of Asian Americans, including authorship, trends over 

time, and over- and under-representations of content, theme, and characterization. 

This chapter includes the findings and a brief discussion for each genre identified in the text set 

and concludes with general discussion of genre and Asian American picturebooks, as well as a summary 

of findings.  

Genre 

In this section, I report the findings from a categorical organization of the Asian American 

picturebook text set according to genre. “Genre,” derived from the French word for “kind” or “type,” is 

the grouping or categorization of texts according to literary elements, such as setting and 

characterization (Temple et al., 2018). Such conventions provide readers with an awareness or 

expectation of what is to come from texts, whether it is narratives about real people, explorations of the 

past, or stories about magic. Within children’s literature for young readers, undoubtably the most 

common genre is that of picturebooks. Picturebooks are a category unique to children’s literature. 

Temple et al. (2018) noted that it is “a curious category, because picture books can fit into any of the 

other genres” (p. 23). They can be fictional or informational, written in prose or verse, about life today 

or life centuries ago. As such, they may be categorized into the all-encompassing genre “Picture Books” 

or serialized into another “subgenre.”  Following the model set in the latter, in this study I limit my text 

set to picturebooks and categorize these according to primary genres outside of picture books. For the 

sake of clarity and consistency, I refer to these as “genre” rather than subgenre.    
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 The most frequently recognized genres in children’s literature include traditional literature (e.g., 

fables, myths, and folktales), poetry, fantasy and science fiction, contemporary realistic fiction, historical 

fiction, and informational texts (Temple et al., 2018). The Asian American picturebooks in this study 

were similarly varied.    

 Altogether, I identified six main genres within Asian American picturebooks: realistic fiction, 

historical fiction, biography, poetry/verse, fantasy, and other. The category titled “Other” was included 

to account for a small number of texts that did not appropriately fit into the other categories and 

reflected a unique genre hybrid; this is discussed more fully in the later section entitled, “Other.” For 

each text, the primary genre was prioritized and used for categorization, though various blending and 

blurring of genres were also observed in many texts. The criteria for their categorization into a specific 

genre are clarified in Chapter 3, and notable cases are discussed throughout the analysis. Table 5.1 

depicts the number of books in each genre, representing a close proxy of the total number of 

picturebooks published about Asian Americans in each genre between 1993 and 2018. Proportional data 

is also provided.  

Table 5.1  
  

Asian American Picturebooks by Genre, 1993-2018  
   

Genre Number of Books Proportion of Books 

Realistic Fiction 251 71% 

Historical Fiction 30 8% 

Biography 19 5% 

Fantasy 36 10% 

Poetry/Verse 17 5% 

Other 2 <1% 

 

The genre of realistic fiction dominated Asian American children’s picturebooks, with 251 texts 

making up approximately 71% of the total number of books in the text set. This category was comprised 
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of contemporary realistic narratives, that is, stories that could presumably occur in the present-day real 

world. These stories were varied in topic, from nature to growing up to foods.    

Of the remaining texts, 30 titles (8% of the total) were identified as works of historical fiction. 

Titles were labeled “Historical Fiction” if they “use[d] facts to recreate a time and place grounded in 

facts but within a fictional framework” (Galda et. al., 2017, p. 286); stories that contained significant 

fictionalized historical content, including through literary devices such as flashbacks or storytelling, were 

also included. This category was differentiated from “Biography” (19 titles; 5%), which focused on 

stories about real people in history (Galda et al., 2017). The category “Fantasy” (36 titles; 10%) had 

stories that contained impossible or fantastical elements, such as non-earthly settings, talking animals, 

and magic (Galda et al., 2017). Finally, the category “Poetry/Verse” (17 titles; 5%) comprised poem 

collections, poems about concepts such as shapes and sounds, and fictionalized stories told in rhyme or 

verse.  

In the following sections, I describe each of these genres in more depth and present my findings 

of the critical content and thematic analysis. Specifically, I describe the major patterns of content and 

theme that emerged in the texts within each genre; for every genre section, I include a brief discussion 

in which I problematize the racialized construction of the texts’ representations of Asian Americans 

using the AsianCrit framework. In addition, I consider how the number and proportion of texts in each 

genre reveals ways in which the storying of Asian Americans in picturebooks is racialized. Key texts that 

are representative of themes, storylines, and character roles are highlighted. Further methodological 

considerations regarding the critical content and thematic analysis may be found in Chapter 3 and 

Appendix A, including examples of coding using data slices and tables demonstrating the progression of 

codes to categorizations. Following the analyses of specific genres, I provide a general discussion and 

summary of the impact of genre in the construction of Asian American representations in picturebooks 

more broadly.  
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction 

A total of 251 books, or 71% of Asian American picturebooks, were identified as works of 

realistic fiction. Galda et al. (2017) defined realistic fiction as “plausible stories…about people and events 

that could actually happen” (p. 250). Books in this genre featured characters who are similar to real 

people, recognizable settings, and conceivable events. The category also included various types, or 

subgenres, of stories such as those with specialized topics (e.g., humor, socio-emotional health, and 

nature) and contemporary realistic fiction. Galda et al., (2017) clarified that contemporary realistic 

fiction “illuminates life, presenting social and personal concerns in a fully human context as it is 

experienced today” (p. 250). In order to narrow the scope of this analysis and also for the sake of clarity, 

in this section I focus on the texts reflecting the subgenre of contemporary realistic fiction, as it 

encompassed nearly 85% of the texts in this category.  

As contemporary realistic fiction stories centering on Asian American characters and/or Asian 

American culture, it is reasonable to expect that for various readers, texts may act as a mirror, reflecting 

personal realities, or a window/sliding glass door, providing a view/entry point to unfamiliar realities 

(Sims Bishop, 1990). Accordingly, as I analyzed these texts, I surveyed these textual constructions of 

realism regarding Asian America and examined if and how they acknowledged issues of race and racism 

relevant to Asian Americans in their narratives. In other words, I considered how texts reflected and 

grappled with Asianization (i.e., racialization of Asian Americans) and specifically, how texts racialized 

Asian American characters as forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998), model minorities, and/or threats of yellow 

peril (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). I interrogated texts further by examining whose reality was represented, 

whether it was a character, a heritage culture, or the book creators. Though a wide range of storying 

was evident in the genre, clear commonalities in theme, subject matter, and storyline were identified 

among the texts.  
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For example, traditional themes present in children’s literature, such as growing up or coming of 

age, forming peer relationships, and overcoming mental, physical, and emotional obstacles, were visible 

in the text set. However, the most frequently identified themes emphasized Asian American issues or 

experiences relevant to children, such as building family relationships, immigration, and navigating 

bicultural experiences. Across these themes, there were also shared topics and storylines associated 

with the Asian American identities of the characters or the Asian American experience, though they, of 

course, overlapped in various ways in many texts. These included stories about children and their 

grandparents, adoption, language, and cultural traditions and celebrations.  

In the following sections, I present the critical content and thematic analysis of the texts within 

this category in further detail according to theme. Major themes were identified using methodological 

guidelines described in Chapter 3; these included summarizing the plot and primary conflict in the story 

as well as identifying the major subject and insight revealed about the subject. The major themes 

identified in this genre included family relationships, immigration, and cultural experiences 

Family Relationships 

Children’s literature scholar Barbara Kiefer (2010) noted, “The human personality is nurtured 

within the family; here the growing child learns of love and hate, fear and courage, joy and sorrow” (p. 

397). Accordingly, the exploration of family relationships has always been of central importance within 

children’s literature. Though this is true unilaterally among literature, the Asian American picturebooks 

categorized as contemporary realistic fiction included several unique subthemes related to family. 

Primarily, these encompassed stories exploring family relationships through a focus on intergenerational 

relationships and adoptive relationships. In these texts, the subthemes and characterizations largely 

adhered to the stereotyping mechanisms common to Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). In particular, 

the representation of Asian Americans as “forever foreigners” (Tuan, 1998) was found frequently in 

these texts.  
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Intergenerational Relationships. The most common theme throughout the contemporary 

realistic fiction texts was centered on the building of intergenerational relationships, particularly 

between grandparents and grandchildren. Of the 251 realistic fiction books, 77 titles (31%), included 

grandparents or other intergenerational family members (e.g., great-aunt or great-uncle). In 42 texts, 

the intimate and complex relationships between children and their grandparents were the primary 

theme, and in 35 texts, grandparents played secondary roles or were only referenced in the text, though 

they remained important to the storyline. In other texts still, grandparents or older family members 

appeared without being part of the storyline; these were not included in the counts concerning theme 

but were frequently observed. Despite the degrees in prominence, it was evident that grandparents and 

elderly family members were represented as fundamental figures in the characters’ lives and within the 

Asian American experience at large. 

In many stories, grandparents were fixed members of the household and a constant and 

influential presence in the child protagonist’s daily life. This reflects the norms of many Eastern cultures 

in which grandparents live with the nuclear family unit (Kataoka-Yahiro et al., 2004). This kinship 

structure was frequently depicted in texts, whether or not grandparents were centralized, and was 

partially utilized as a way to portray cultural or racial distinction in family structure. For example, in 

Almond Cookies and Dragon Well Tea (Chin-Lee, 1993), one of the earliest publications in the text set, a 

young White girl named Erica prepared to visit her Chinese American friend Nancy’s house for the first 

time, and she “wonders if Nancy’s home will be strange or different” (n.p.). Interestingly, one of the first 

“differences” Erica encountered was the presence of Nancy’s grandparents in the home. Though the 

story centered on the two friends, Nancy’s grandparents played secondary, visible roles as they 

prepared the girls’ afterschool snack and chaperoned their outdoor play. However, the narrative voice 

of Erica, a White girl, and her accompanying feelings of mild anxiety, curiosity, and relief during the 
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course of her visit positioned Chinese American Nancy and her family as Other and established Erica, 

and subsequently her perspective and experience, as the dominant “normal.” 

Other texts, such as Chinatown (Low, 1997), Anh’s Anger (Silver, 2009), and Polka Dot Penguin 

Pottery (Look, 2011), documented similarly active and involved grandparents. For example, 

grandparents were often depicted making dinner, running errands, and taking the children out for 

recreation—responsibilities that might be fulfilled by parents, older siblings, and/or babysitters in texts 

relying on Western norms. Their lively participation in everyday life was a significant element that stood 

in contrast to some non-Asian American literature, particularly picturebooks featuring White 

grandparent figures. Within many of these texts, grandparents are depicted in more stereotypically 

ageist roles that imply inactivity and limited involvement in daily matters (Crawford & Bhattacharya, 

2014). In this way, the inclusion of grandparent figures in these texts created representations of Asian 

American families that were, both implicitly and explicitly, constructed in contrast to dominant White 

American families.  

Throughout the text set, the primacy of the grandparents’ role as culture keepers to their Asian 

American grandchildren was paramount and represented the intersection of cultural norms and social 

constructions. The normalcy within many Asian cultures to include grandparents in the nuclear family 

unit explains the presence of grandparents throughout the text set, but it is the specific conditions of 

the Asian American experience that explains their thematic prominence. A. Louie (2015) observed, 

The length of a “generation” is determined by the age mothers give birth to their children. 
However, “generation” also invokes shared experiences and identities that define birth cohorts. 
In the context of immigration, “generation” encompasses differences between the experiences 
and relationships of immigrants born abroad and those born in the economy of settlement. (p. 
110) 
 

In this light, it is understandable why grandparents are such fundamental figures in both picturebooks 

and the Asian American experience. They are the embodiment of the homeland for bicultural children, 

who often feel they are in between cultures and nations. Grandparents are the models, teachers, givers, 
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and living historical memories of cultural heritage. Importantly, as such they are more than a minoritized 

Other; they also specifically represent a foreign Other.    

Consequently, in a majority of the stories featuring intergenerational relationships, 

grandparents acted as the family’s bridge to their heritage and homeland. In Hot, Hot Roti for Dada-ji 

(Zia, 2011), the protagonist’s grandfather, Dada-ji, is positioned upside down doing headstands and 

other Yoga poses. Dada-ji acts as a representation of Indian culture, and he fuses Indian folklore, family 

history, and Hindi for his grandson Aneel. In other texts, grandparents and other elderly characters 

recalled cultural history and knowledge using artifacts such as clothing (e.g., My Dadima Wears a Sari, 

Sheth, 2007), origami (e.g., Pink Paper Swans, Kroll, 1994), and cultural relics (e.g., Grandfather’s Story 

Cloth, Gershner & Langford, 2008; The Last Dragon, Nunes, 1995; The Tiny Kite of Eddie Wing, Trottier, 

1996). Grandparents were also tradition-keepers, often explaining when and what traditions were to be 

upheld and their significance (e.g., A Morning with Grandpa, Liu, 2016; Crouching Tiger, Compestine, 

2011; Popo’s Lucky Chinese New Year, Loh Hagan, 2016). As such, grandparents became sources of 

heritage enculturation for their American-born grandchildren.   

The methods of enculturation employed by these older characters were varied and often subtle; 

rather than through didactic lessons or historical stories, grandparents represented characters’ heritage 

culture through their dress, values, and/or language. In a majority of these stories, the grandparents 

were depicted in traditional heritage clothing, though this resulted in some cultural inaccuracies. For 

example, as Sung (2009) noted, in Halmoni and the Picnic (Choi, 1993) and its sequel, Yunmi and 

Halmoni’s Trip (Choi, 1997), the titular halmoni, or grandmother, is always pictured wearing a hanbok, a 

traditional Korean dress, and pointed white rubber shoes. While the illustrations are culturally accurate, 

they do not represent the everyday clothing styles or traditions of contemporary Korean halmonis, who 

reserve the hanbok for special occasions. However, these inaccuracies may have what Stephens and Lee 

(2006) referred to as a “key metonymic function [in which] the grandmother (halmoni) who visits from 
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Korea confronts the cultural assumptions of a Korean American child by embodying alien customs, but 

also represents the pressure of tradition” (p. 17). In this way, the grandparent figures who are dressed 

traditionally, in contrast to others who are dressed in more contemporary and casual clothing, become a 

representation of the difference between cultural subjectivities. Effectually, they also uphold 

representations of the forever foreigner (Tuan, 1998) as they dress, speak, and act in ways that are 

distinguished from the non-Asian characters in the texts.  

For the most part, grandparents and their cultural knowledge were received positively, and the 

sharing of cultural and historical knowledge were acts of tenderness and warmth between family 

members. Of course, due to the intergenerational gap between characters, a number of stories were 

also about conflicting values of old and new. In Fishing Sunday (Johnston, 1996), a young boy dreaded 

his weekly fishing trip with his grandfather, who insisted on going barefoot and using homemade 

bamboo poles and fishhooks made of bones rather than the newer rods and hooks used by the other 

fishermen. After the other fishermen begin copying his grandfather’s fishing methods to try and catch 

more fish, the boy began to see his grandfather in a more treasured light. This was a typical outcome in 

stories featuring bicultural children and their grandparents, where the trajectory of their relationship 

moved from being distanced to being more intimately understood.     

Significantly, the prominence of grandparents and intergenerational relationships was clear 

even if the grandparent was not physically present. In some texts, such as Behind the Mask (Choi, 2006) 

and Hana Hashimoto, Sixth Violin (Uegaki, 2014), child protagonists navigated everyday life practicing 

cultural legacies or traditions passed on by a beloved and departed, or absent, grandparent. In others, 

grandparents were present only through another family member’s recollection, such as in My Father’s 

Boat (Garland, 1998). Still in others, such as The Lobster and the Sea (Chiu, 1997) and A Gift for Gita 

(Gilmore, 1998), protagonists experienced loss or grief over a grandparent returning to their heritage 
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country. The dynamic transnational nature of these relationships were also constructions of Asian 

American experience in these texts, as various characters migrated between borders.  

Notably, the notion of Transnational Contexts (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), which emphasizes how 

national and international spaces and histories shape the conditions of experience and racialization for 

Asian Americans, was evident in storylines centering the possibility of migrating rather than the reality 

of it. For example, in multiple texts, children worried that their grandparents might move or would want 

to move back to their home country, even if they had not expressed such a desire. Mike, the child 

protagonist of The Have a Good Day Café (Park & Park, 2005), watched his Korean grandmother closely 

and noted with increasing concern how she might want to return to Korea. In one scene, Mike said, “I 

feel sorry for Grandma, always daydreaming about the past” (n.p.), illustrating how Asian American 

children may grapple with emotional loads that accompany close intergenerational and uniquely 

transnational relationships.  

In such stories, it is clear the bond between grandparents and grandchildren is cherished, with 

distinctive nuances relevant to an Asian American audience that may be familiar with Confucian values 

of filial piety (B. Louie, 2005), that considers grandparents as cultural guardians, and that faces 

possibilities of transnational separations. The potential loss of a grandparent, whether by death, illness, 

or moving, affected the characters, who signaled stress, grief, and other trauma responses. For example, 

in Yunmi and Halmoni’s Trip (Choi, 1997), the protagonist silently witnessed her grandmother’s joy at 

returning home to her native Korea and bursts into tears. The text explained, “Yunmi threw herself on 

the grass and cried and cried. She imagined going back to New York all by herself…she knew Halmoni 

was happy here, but it all seemed so unfair” (p. 30). Yunmi balanced complex considerations of 

sacrificial love, selfishness, and loneliness as she imagined outcomes of her grandmother’s (possible) 

migration.  
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Most frequently, the centering of grandparents in the contemporary realistic fiction 

picturebooks was paired with another theme focused on overcoming language barriers. As a result of 

the “generational” (A. Louie, 2015) gap created by immigration, in these stories, children primarily spoke 

English and struggled with communicating in the heritage language primarily used by their 

grandparents. Most stories suggested children and grandparents were able to overcome communication 

barriers in various ways. In Dear Juno (Pak, 1996), a Korean American boy communicated with his 

grandmother, who lives in Korea, through letters. Though Juno can only read and write in English, and 

his grandmother in Korean, they are able to develop a treasured relationship by sending each other 

drawings and small artifacts, such as pressed flowers and paper airplanes. A more recently published 

example was Drawn Together (Le, 2018), a beautifully illustrated story of a boy and his Thai grandfather. 

Their communication gap is depicted with speech bubbles containing Thai writing contrasted with 

English and ellipses, suggesting uncertainty and lulls in conversation. However, the two characters are 

able to connect through a mutual love of art and communicate by drawing pictures together.  

Despite these happy endings, it was clear the language barriers that were present 

intergenerationally were a cause of internal conflict, causing frustration, stress, and embarrassment for 

the child protagonists. Partly, this was demonstrated by characters who recounted times when their 

grandparents expected them to speak in their heritage language though they were unable to (e.g., 

Grandfather Counts, Cheng, 2000; Halmoni’s Day, Bercaw, 2000). Several stories also revealed that “a 

language barrier by association imparts social anxiety, fear, and increased responsibility on both the part 

of the translator and the second language learner whose intelligence is in question” (Yi, 2014, p. 12). In 

these texts, protagonists navigated bicultural experiences of speaking on behalf of their grandparents, 

who do not speak English (e.g., Crouching Tiger, Compestine, 2011; Halmoni and the Picnic, Choi, 1993; 

Halmoni’s Day, Bercaw, 2000). The children worked as translators for their grandparents, but also 

defended their grandparents’ intelligence and relevance, which were questioned according to their level 



 131 

of English proficiency (see Yi, 2014). Considering the prominence given to grandparents in these stories, 

such affronts and communicative gaps were shown to be deeply impactful and troubling to the Asian 

American protagonists. These connections also served to position the young protagonists as foreign-

adjacent, a context in which the Asian American characters, regardless of being American-born or 

showing a propensity for English, are associated with foreignness nonetheless. This is compounded 

when non-Asians are “unable or unwilling to recognize generational differences” (Tuan, 1998, p. 158).  

Finally, several texts also featured intergenerational relationships between protagonists and 

extended family members who were not grandparents, including aunts and uncles as well as great-aunts 

and great-uncles. Most often, these characters occupied similar roles to grandparents as keepers and 

teachers of heritage culture and family history. In some stories, such as The Last Dragon (Nunes, 1995), 

child protagonists were sent to spend time with an extended family member, but in many stories, 

extended family members celebrated events together whether or not the celebration was a central part 

of the storyline, normalizing these large groupings. The importance of these gatherings in Asian 

American communities was described in some texts. Auntie Yang’s Great Soybean Picnic (Lo, 2012), 

based on the author’s own childhood, described the loneliness and lack of heritage community felt by 

some people and the need to congregate in larger family settings:  

For a long time Mama was homesick. She missed her family’s trip[s] . . . her older brother’s 
stories, her younger brother’s tricks and all her favorite Chinese foods . . . There were very few 
Chinese families in the Midwest back then, so Mama and Auntie Yang made sure our two 
families visited often. (n.p.) 
 

These relationships and gatherings of extended families represented not only reunions but also the 

larger need to maintain cultural ties and connections and avoid the marginalization they felt in the 

dominant society.  

 Overall, the thematic predominance of grandparents and other intergenerational family 

relationships within the contemporary realistic fiction texts was clear. It was common to see extended 

family members as primary, secondary, or minor characters across texts featuring East Asian, South 
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Asian, and Southeast Asian families. In other words, grandparents and extended family members were 

highly visible. Grandparents occupied multiple and interrelated roles in the lives of the child 

protagonists, and in several stories, they were the children’s only observed caregivers. In addition to 

being caretakers, grandparents were depicted as homemakers, family historians, and cultural 

repositories. As such, grandparents and other intergenerational family members were also Asianized as 

forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998) and distinguished as a cultural Other. Importantly, the bicultural Asian 

American characters also embodied this stereotype, by association, as they navigated close and intimate 

relationships with these family members.  

Adoptive Relationships. Another major theme to emerge among those books exploring family 

relationships was that of adoption journeys and adoptive relationships. In total, 32 books, or nearly 15% 

of the texts categorized as realistic fiction, featured adoption as a major theme (a list of these titles may 

be found in Appendix C).  Although adoption stories featuring Asian children were published in the 

decades prior to this study’s confines, these particular books began appearing during the late 1990s 

largely following “in real life” (IRL) trends in U.S. adoptions from China and have since been steadily 

published.13 In this section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis of the 

adoption-themed texts and describe how Asian and Asian American characters are Asianized (Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013) as foreign pre-adoption and subsequently as honorary Whites (Tuan, 1998) post-adoption.  

Overwhelmingly, the adoption-themed texts focus on East Asian adoptees and their White 

adoptive families, with a great majority centering on adoptions from China. Considering the marginal 

number of total picturebooks about Asian Americans published over the last few decades, there is a 

notable overrepresentation of East Asian American adoptees, particularly Chinese Americans and 

Korean Americans (S. Park, 2009), within the corpus. Some exceptions were Bringing Asha Home 

 
13 Other texts with adoption themes were identified throughout the larger Asian American text set in other genres 
such as fantasy and poetry. These are addressed separately in the following sections, and the 32 books identified 
in this category reflect adoption-themed texts within the contemporary realistic fiction genre only.  
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(Krishnaswami, 2006), the only text in this category about a South Asian family and the adoption of an 

Indian baby, and Journey Home (McKay, 1998) and Rebecca’s Journey Home (Sugarman, 2006), the only 

texts in this category to describe the adoption of Southeast Asian babies. Five texts did not specify the 

ethnicity or nationality of the adoptee, but racial markers in the illustrations such as pale skin, hairstyles, 

and eye shape implied East Asian identities for most of these. Table 5.2 depicts the number of books in 

the ethnic categories identified in these texts.  

Table 5.2  
  
Realistic Fiction Adoption-Themed Books by Adoptee Ethnicity 
  

Adoptee Ethnicity Number of Books 

Chinese 18 

Korean 6 

Japanese 1 

Indian 1 

Vietnamese 2 

Asian (Not Specified) 5 

 

Across the numerous adoption-themed picturebooks, similarities abounded. Most prominently, 

in a majority of these texts, the White adoptive mother figure acted as a narrator to describe the 

emotional adoption journey of their children. Nearly all of these were written by White female authors 

who based the stories on the adoptions of their own children, and most focused on the adoption of 

Chinese female babies. Stories frequently began with mothers, rarely fathers, and chronicled their 

journeying abroad to meet their child in an orphanage and bringing the child back to their new adoptive 

home. Common secondary themes were mother-child bonding, love, and patience. There were no texts 

that explored domestic adoption. Accordingly, all of the texts containing adoption journey storylines 

positioned Asian adoptees as being foreign as well as being from “far away.” Not only did these support 

stereotypical constructions of Asian characters, but they also contributed to a sense of Orientalism in 
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the texts, wherein an image of the East was established through Anglo- and Eurocentric storying 

(Machado, 2011; Said, 1979).  

Aside from the familiar story arcs figuratively moving adopted characters from being foreigners 

to honorary Whites (Tuan, 1998), the texts varied in nuance and most often could be distinguished by 

the level of detail provided about the birth mother and her reasons for placing the child up for adoption, 

the bureaucracy of the adoption process, and the transition period during which the adopted child 

forms attachments to their adoptive parents. On one end of the spectrum, there were stories that 

glossed over the socio-emotional, transracial, and logistical complexities of the adoption process. In I 

Love You Like Crazy Cakes (Lewis, 2000), the opening lines of the text are reminiscent of a fairy tale:14 

Once upon a time in China there was a baby girl who lived in a big room with lots of other 
babies. The girls shared cribs with one another and became great friends. The girls had nannies 
to take care of them but each was missing something– a mother. (n.p.) 
 

The text continued, describing a woman “far away across the ocean” who was also “missing something,” 

implying a perfect match. The story, in addition to the other texts, described the adoption experience in 

dreamy, sweet, and seamless terms, and centered on the emotional experience of the adoptive mother. 

In the process, such stories bypass the reality of most adoptions, which are shaped by loss, structural 

barriers, and financial and emotional burdens (Dahlen, 2020; Jerome & Sweeney, 2014; Newton, 2013).  

These complexities were explored to various degrees in the other texts. In A China Adoption 

Story: Mommy, Why Do We Look Different? (Koh, 2000), a mother responded to her adopted daughter’s 

curiosity about her adoption by portraying her birth mother in general terms: “Your mom in China was 

very young when she had you. And for many reasons she couldn’t take care of you. But she loved you 

very much” (p. 14). She also described logistical details of their journey: “We met officials at the 

provincial office of your hometown. We gave you a new name. We signed papers to have permission to 

 
14 Some adoption texts were literally described as fairy tales by the author or publisher. These are counted and 
described in the following section on the genre of fantasy.  
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take you home with us. We got your passport and adoption certificate with your new name” (p. 22). 

Through this account, more information about the whats, hows, and whys that naturally arise in curious 

children are provided, though in generalized and vague terms. This strategic sparseness ultimately 

contributes to common and problematic conceptualizations surrounding birth parent relinquishment of 

children (e.g., birth mothers as unfit or, alternatively, as benevolent myths), social and economic 

conditions influencing adoption processes (i.e., adoptees as being from culturally and economically 

deficient societies), and acculturation of adoptees (e.g., transitions as seamless) (Dahlen, 2013; Newton, 

2014; S. Park, 2009).    

This broad-sweeping ambiguity has troubling implications, which are especially clear in the texts’ 

depiction of China’s one-child policy. The Chinese Communist Party’s program controlling reproductive 

rights, in place from 1980 to 2015, limited families to one child,15 and dissenting citizens faced a range of 

consequences including economic sanctions, imprisonment, forced abortions, and sterilizations 

(Pletcher, 2020; Sotamayer, 2020). Several texts referenced this government intervention within their 

narratives, often with intentionally vague details. For example, Mommy Far, Mommy Near: An Adoption 

Story (Peacock, 2000) explained the policy through the adopted child’s perspective: “Mommy said that 

China had many people—millions and trillions of people. Too many people for one country. So the China 

people made up a rule. Each family could only have one child” (p. 20). Though an in-depth description 

may be out of reach for a picturebook, the ambiguous terminology of “the China people” in reference to 

the government is problematic, insinuating that Chinese people, including families that relinquish their 

children for adoption, came up with and upheld this policy rather than the government. This inaccuracy 

is egregious, particularly in light of recent statistics that show since the changing of Chinese 

governmental policy, the number of healthy girls being placed for adoption has all but disappeared 

 
15 Though the policy is commonly known and understood to be a one-child-per-family stipulation, several 
exceptions were permitted, including legal relaxations for parents who were only children, ethnic minorities, and 
some couples in rural regions. See Pletcher (2020) for more information.  



 136 

(Black, 2018). Such phrasing also contributes to the construction of a deficit or minoritized perspective 

towards Chinese people generally, where both blame and exoneration are doled out by a dominant, 

White narrator.  

 Other texts provided more background information but reserved this discussion for an author’s 

note or afterword rather than the narrative itself. However, these texts largely avoided criticism or 

discussion of the political regulations and presented Chinese adoptions as inevitable and necessary. In 

An Mei’s Strange and Wondrous Journey (Molnar-Fenton, 1998), the author wrote, 

There are special circumstances in China that lead many parents to place their children up for 
adoption. China has more than one and a half billion people—five times as many as the United 
States—and if this number keeps growing, soon there may not be enough food or jobs or homes 
for everyone. In the early 1980s the Chinese government enacted a new law that allows families 
to have only one child. Many families who find themselves expecting a second child feel they 
have no choice but to allow that child to be adopted. As conditions in China improve, however, 
this policy will soften, allowing families greater freedom of choice. (p. 36) 
 

This text, and several others, presented the impetus for Chinese adoptions as reasonable to avoid food 

scarcity, unemployment, and homelessness. It also presents the regulation as flexible, though many 

scholars agree the conditions of overpopulation motivating this law had improved in the late 1980s to 

the point it could have been lifted (Wang et al., 2016). Importantly, the seemingly innocuous and neutral 

references to a highly controversial political act in Chinese history work to absolve the Chinese 

government as well as adoptive families from blame or guilt in regard to the corruption and scandals 

surrounding Chinese adoptions in which children have been kidnapped and sold to orphanages under 

the guise of abandonment due to the one-child policy (Custer, 2013; Sotamayor, 2020). Consequently, 

the stories that make up a majority of Chinese adoption texts can be deceptive, as they tend to paint 

adoption as bittersweet but beneficial to all parties by using generalities, omitting information, and 

engaging certain narrative choices.  

 In recursive readings of the texts, instances of obscurities being privileged in these texts made 

clear that obscurity has a central role in adoption-themed picturebooks. Effectually, obscurities and 
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omissions supported common stigmatizations around adoption. These include presentations of 

adoptees as abandoned rather than relinquished, and birth origins, including parenthood, as secret and 

shameful or, alternatively, birth mothers as altruistic and sacrificial beings more akin to myth than 

reality (Leon, 2002). 

Another consequence of this storying is the presentation of another common trope—that of 

adoptive families as saviors, particularly White saviors rescuing Asian children from poverty and 

oppression (Jerome & Sweeney, 2014). In response to this narrative, Newton (2014), an adoptee and 

adoption scholar, contended, “We first must be willing to see that it is arrogant to assume that having 

more things, opportunities, and wealth is a fair trade off for losing that first family. If we value family, 

we will value them” (para. 4). Her words are a reminder that such stigmas are problematic as they 

ignore the social forces dictating adoption for many Asian families, silence the trauma and grief of the 

birth mothers (Dahlen, 2020), and support schools of thought that consider adoption as a cultural 

phenomenon closely tied to poverty, bad choices, and incompetence, as well as an act of social justice 

by White mothers (Jerome & Sweeney, 2014; Quiroz, 2008). They also ignore the growing body of 

evidence linking large numbers of international adoptions, particularly in China, to crimes, including 

kidnapping, selling of children, and human trafficking (Custer, 2013).  

 A small number of stories provided more extensive background information and included more 

IRL details. Waiting for May (Stoeke, 2005) was narrated by a young boy awaiting his adopted sibling’s 

arrival from China. Figures like social workers, FedEx drivers, and adoption agents wove in and out of the 

narrative, and the story took place over a year-long period. Some details, such as the adoptive family 

keeping the baby’s picture on their computer screen, alluded to the unique bonds developed by the 

adoptive family, even virtually. The story also described the long-awaited meeting between May, the 

adopted child, and the adoptive family without embellishment: 

Instead of being glad, she is mad! She wants to go back so badly, it almost makes me cry. We try 
to tell her all about how it will be at our home, but she just cries and cries. It is a whole day of 
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crying… Mom says that for May, this whole thing is a big surprise, and that she needs time to 
understand what is happening. May is confused and scared, and I guess I can see why she would 
cry. (pp. 31–32) 
 

The text offered a dose of reality in stark contrast to the smiling and joyous family-child meetings and 

transitions in the overwhelming majority of texts. Not only do such images and texts promote unrealistic 

life transitions for the adoptees, they also deny adoptees their lived experiences, which are rooted in 

deep loss and trauma (Dahlen, 2020; Newton, 2014). Unfortunately, this depiction of challenging first 

meetings was rare among the adoption-themed picturebooks. However, several other texts focused on 

siblings awaiting the arrival of adopted family members and emphasized the long and frustrating waiting 

periods required.  

While acculturation issues and transitions were absent from the majority of texts featuring 

adopted infants, these issues were explored more in books featuring older children. Both Star of the 

Week: A Story of Love, Adoption, and Brownies with Sprinkles (Friedman, 2009) and Orange Peel’s 

Pockets (Lewis & Zong, 2010) focused on young Chinese American girls who navigated the frustrations of 

not knowing about their birth families and home countries within a school context. Adoptees were also 

depicted as holding multiple and simultaneous identities. For example, in The Three Names of Me 

(Cummings, 2006), a girl reflected upon her birth name, her American name, and the name given to her 

by her caretakers in an orphanage. Finally, issues regarding children looking different from their 

adoptive families, as well as dominant White society, were explored in several texts, such as A China 

Adoption Story: Mommy, Why Do We Look Different? (Koh, 2000) and An American Face (Czech, 2000). 

These storylines were important, as they provided a narrative about the intertwined nature of adoption 

and assimilation, and the fact that outwardly, complete assimilation to White America is always 

impossible for Asian Americans because they look Asian (Kim, 2007).  

One text stood out in particular for its candid exploration of what an adopted child may be 

feeling or thinking. In At Home in This World: A China Adoption Story (MacLeod, 2003), a 9-year-old 
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Chinese American protagonist wondered about her birth family and the circumstances of her adoption, 

and described feeling lonely, curious, simultaneously loved and abandoned, and “sometimes, [feelings] I 

can’t explain” (p. 30). Author Jean MacLeod, a mother of two adopted Chinese daughters, discussed her 

daughters and her motivation for writing the book in the introduction: 

As they grew older, I told them stories of a caring birthmother who lovingly relinquished them 
to good parents and a better life. I edited hours of video footage so they could see the first 
joyous moments of becoming part of our family, and I spent days putting together a baby-book 
heavy on happy adoption-day photographs. I gave them everything I thought they would need 
from me to feel wanted and cherished, when what they really needed from me was…the truth. 
The relentlessly positive spin I chose to put on my girls’ pre-adoption birth story was confusing 
to my daughters, who recognized buried feelings that didn’t always parallel mine. (p. 2) 
 

MacLeod goes on to describe how the story provided a mirror (Sims Bishop, 1990) for her daughters, 

who wanted and needed an acknowledgement of their lives before adoption and their feelings, which 

did not necessarily match those of their adoptive parents. In this light, MacLeod’s text provides 

representation for readers who were adopted and may feel similarly, especially amidst an extensive 

corpus of books that portray adoption with a surreal and optimistic filter. However, it is necessary to 

point out that as MacLeod is not an adoptee herself, the storying is still constructed from a White 

adoptive mother’s experience and perspective. 

The disconnect in authorship within adoption literature is important to acknowledge. As 

reflected broadly and in the majority of the adoption-themed picturebooks in this study, these stories 

are rarely authored by adoptees themselves, making them subject to misrepresentations and distortions 

(Dahlen, 2013). As writer Diane Clehan (2008), a White woman who adopted a Chinese girl in 2005, 

noted, “Women like me tend to mythologize … and invent scenarios that help make sense of an action 

incomprehensible in American society. I can empathize, but I cannot presume to fully understand any of 

it” (para. 8). Almost certainly, the frequent White authorship explains the overrepresentation of 

adoptees within Asian American picturebooks, as White authors published stories centering on the 

Asian American children they had adopted themselves. Importantly, the frequency of such storying in 
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the Asian American picturebook text set contributes to the construction of an Asian adoption “stock 

story.” Delgado (1995) explained, “Stock stories [are] those that people in dominant positions 

collectively form and tell about themselves. These stories choose among available facts to present a 

picture of the world that best fits and supports their positions of relative power” (as cited in Martinez, 

2014, p. 38). This, of course, becomes a more dangerous practice when the stock story is about another 

person rather than oneself.  

Though there is a large and diverse community of Asian American adoptees within the United 

States, it is clear that Chinese American children are overrepresented as adoptees in picturebooks and 

frequently cast as children who leave their foreign homeland to assimilate to American, or White, 

culture. Under these circumstances, these adoptees who have left their home countries, gained 

citizenship to the U.S., and joined White families, may be viewed as “honorary Whites,” enjoying the 

privileges awarded to those at the top of the social hierarchy (Tuan, 1998). Scholar Sarah Park Dahlen (S. 

Park, 2009; Dahlen, 2013, 2020) has dedicated much of her research to transracial Korean adoptions and 

has noted an overrepresentation of depictions of Korean adoptees among Korean American children’s 

literature as well, though her work is more expansive, encompassing picturebooks, juvenile literature, 

and young adult fiction. These overrepresentations of both Chinese and Korean adoptees in children’s 

literature suggest a proclivity for depicting Asian children as adoptees, a role which neatly encompasses 

both foreigner and “honorary White” constructions. 

 Interestingly, Dahlen (2013) also pointed out that more Korean adoptees than Chinese 

adoptees currently reside in the United States and that their adoptions largely occurred over decades, as 

opposed to the more recent trend of Chinese adoptions, which peaked in the early 2000s. It is curious 

then that Chinese adoptees are so popularized in the Asian American picturebook corpus and the 

American consciousness, especially in comparison with Korean adoptees. Perhaps Clehan’s (2008) 
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musings about adoption authors’ tendency to mythologize birth origins and the narrative of babies 

abandoned along the streets of China provide some explanation.  

One text distinguished itself from the other adoption stories in several ways. The Night the 

Angel Came (Martin, 2011) was about a Korean girl named Mary, née Young Ok, born in the 1950s 

during the Korean War. The book described the circumstances of her birth and adoption plainly—she 

had been conceived amidst wartime by an American soldier who left her mother. Mary’s narration was 

both childlike and honest: “But even though he had come to help my country, he did not stay to take 

care of me. Before I was born, he was gone. What happened to him? I will never know” (p. 5). She lived 

with her mother and was old enough to talk and remember her mother and home when she was 

relinquished for adoption due to the discrimination she faced as a mixed-race child in her village. In her 

new adoptive home in America, Mary suffered from terrible nightmares and grief, until her fears were 

assuaged by her adoptive mother’s assurances of God’s love and protection.  

The Night the Angel Came is unusual in several aspects. Not only does it focus on a Korean 

adoptee during the 1950s, but it is candid in its explanation of Mary’s birth, parentage, and grief, and 

also explores Christianity,16 which is a rare occurrence throughout the entire picturebook text set. Based 

on a true person, Mary is the adopted Korean aunt of the author, and her story likely provides a 

reflection (or partial reflection) of many adoptees. From 1955–1969, some estimate that over 40,000 

mixed-race Korean children were born in South Korea, largely conceived by American soldiers stationed 

in the country (C. Lee, 2016). While many of these wartime relationships are romanticized in media, the 

reality is that children were often birthed by Korean mothers who were sex workers for the U.S. military 

 
16 During these early decades, Christian Americanism propelled Korean adoption of mixed race children and war 
orphans, with the first adoptions being associated with the Seventh Day Adventist Church, Catholic Relief Services, 
and Holt International Children’s Services (the founder, Henry Holt was a prominent evangelical Christian); 
consequently, the Christian themes of the book are not surprising and in part, lend further authenticity to the 
story. For further information about Korean American adoptions, religion, and GI babies, please see Hubinette, 
2004 and/or McKee, 2016.  
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(Hubinette, 2004). It is also important to note that an unknown number of these women were victims of 

sex trafficking by Korean brokers for the U.S. military (C. Lee, 2016; Y. Kim, 2016). These “GI babies” 

were frequently placed for adoption for reasons including lack of financial means and ostracization; 

those who remained in Korea were stigmatized, suffering abuse and neglect often at the hands of their 

own Korean families (C. Lee, 2016, Y. Kim, 2016). The picturebook, while not mentioning the 

circumstances leading to Mary’s birth, provided a rare depiction of what is likely a not so uncommon 

adoption story, and its open exploration of grief, fear, and love is one that may ring as more authentic to 

both adoptees and their families. I would be remiss to not mention the overtly religious nature of the 

story, however, in which Mary’s grief is replaced with a spiritual peace nearly overnight. This conclusion 

may read as naïve to many readers but may also be a comfort to others.      

 Summary. Adoption was identified as one of the most prevalent and primary themes of Asian 

American contemporary realistic fiction picturebooks. The great majority of these centered on Chinese 

American and Korean American children as adoptees and were written by White women who had 

adopted Asian children. Texts ranged from stories of parents traveling to meet their adopted babies to 

siblings awaiting their new family members to school-aged children exploring their heritages and 

identities as adopted Asian Americans. Despite the variation in narrative, the majority of stories 

presented the adoption process and adoptee identity in overly positive and sentimental ways that 

obscured grief, trauma, and loss. In part, this may be attributed to the lack of authorship by adoptees 

themselves. Consequently, these have become stock stories (Delgado, 1995) of adoption through their 

repetition and normalization of certain narratives. Included in this stocky storying was the recurrent 

representations of Asian and Asian American characters as forever foreigners and/or honorary Whites 

(Tuan, 1998). 
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Immigration 

 In this section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis regarding the 

theme of immigration in the genre of contemporary realistic fiction books. I describe common topics 

found in the stories pertaining to immigration and analyze how these texts uphold and/or disrupt the 

Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of Asian American characters. I also consider the AsianCrit tenet of 

Intersectionality (i.e., the multiple and intersecting systems of oppression such as racism, classism, 

sexism, etc. that come together to shape the conditions of Asian Americans) and its presence and/or 

absence in the texts, as well as the Critical Race Theory (CRT) tenet of Centrality of Experiential 

Knowledge (i.e., the legitimizing of people of color’s experiential knowledge to analyze racial 

oppression).  

 Considering the historical importance of immigration in Asian American lives, it was natural to 

find immigration as a theme permeating the contemporary realistic fiction picturebooks. Though I 

initially predicted the picturebooks would be monopolized by representations of Asian Americans as 

recent immigrants, I found the set was greatly varied. While a number of books portrayed Asian 

American children as new immigrants, many stories were of U.S.-born children experiencing 

immigration by close proxy (e.g., a grandparent joining their household). Moreover, the majority of texts 

portrayed the child protagonists as presumably second-generation Americans, with seemingly few ties 

to their heritage countries aside from their grandparents or other family figures acting as cultural 

bridges. These stories surveyed the diverse manifestations of Asian American identity, which, at its 

roots, is intertwined with immigration. Accordingly, the majority of realistic fiction texts were a 

palimpsest of immigration, denoting its lasting effects on characters’ lives. Aspects of immigration 

explored in this analysis include moving and homesickness, citizenship, acculturation and assimilation, 

naming practices, language barriers, and working-class experiences.   
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 Moving and Homesickness. Many stories that focused on immigration provided a child’s 

perspective on topics especially relatable or relevant to kids, such as moving, leaving and making 

friends, and adjusting to a new country’s customs. Jangmi, the young protagonist of Good-bye 382 Shin 

Dang Dong (Park & Park, 2002), introduced her story as a singular, “very sad memory” of saying 

goodbye to her home in Seoul, Korea, and to her friends, grandmother, and neighbors. Lights for Gita 

(Gilmore, 1994) portrayed Gita as frustrated and upset as she misses her old home, friends, 

grandmother, and traditions back in India. Several texts explored homesickness, aggravated by language 

barriers, and anxiety about starting at a new school (e.g., A Piece of Home, Watts, 2016; Bread Song, 

Lipp, 2004; Father’s Rubber Shoes, Heo, 1995; I’m New Here, Sibley O’Brien, 2015). For the most part, 

the stories ended on a hopeful note, as children made new friends or adjusted to their new homes over 

time. Though this is not a surprising outcome in stories for children, it was nonetheless significant that 

nearly all of the stories presented “happy endings” in their constructions of realism for their immigrant 

characters as this sustains representations of Asian Americans as a model minority. 

Citizenship. Despite the abundance of happily-ever-afters in the contemporary realistic fiction, 

the fact that lived immigration experiences rarely follow such neat trajectories was evident in two 

different stories about the same topic. Amongst the stories about new immigrants, only two explored 

citizenship, a fundamental subject in immigration but uncommonly depicted in children’s picturebooks. 

Historian Jane Hong (2020) observed, “For most of American history, Asians were not able to even claim 

US citizenship. So that’s why when folks talk about Asian American civil rights they’re often talking about 

immigration and naturalization rights” (PBS). This intersection of civil rights, immigration, and 

naturalization was explored in these two texts that explored different aspects of the citizenship process 

for their Asian American characters. 

The American Wei (Pomeranc, 1998) followed Wei Fong, a young Chinese boy, as he attended 

his family’s naturalization ceremony. When Wei literally loses his tooth outside of the federal 
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courthouse, a cast of racially and ethnically diverse strangers help search for it. After a triumphant find, 

the Fongs rush to the ceremony and are sworn in as American citizens along with many others. In an 

introduction, White author Marion Pomeranc provided more information about the naturalization 

process, detailing several requirements for citizenship including permission to move to the United States 

permanently, a minimum residency of 5 years, and an examination on English language proficiency and 

knowledge of U.S. history and government. Pomeranc (1998) concluded,  

The new Americans pledge allegiance to the flag and sing the national anthem in celebration. 
For this is the day the naturalized citizens, like millions of immigrants before them, are given the 
same rights, privileges, and responsibilities as every other U.S. citizen . . . That’s the American 
Way. (p. 6) 
 

In the narrative, the “American Way” is presented as an ideology of joyful equality, diversity, and 

efficiency. The Fongs spoke English fluently, and they celebrated their new citizenship with their 

Hispanic and Jewish neighbors with a feast of dim sum and hot dogs. They, along with other newly 

naturalized families from Kenya, France, Trinidad, and Poland, cried tears of happiness and sang “The 

Star-Spangled Banner.” Finally, as Wei drifted off to sleep wondering if the tooth fairy knew he was now 

an American citizen, the last line assured readers: “And she did” (p. 36). 

Though Pomeranc provided a rare depiction of an event that is hugely significant to immigrants, 

her text presented an overtly cheerful, idealistic view that ultimately may be perceived, particularly by 

contemporary readers, as naïve at best and patently untrue at worst. That citizenship has not and does 

not accord equality is a foundational lived experience of marginalized communities in the United States. 

Like CRT, AsianCrit asserts that systems of oppression, such as racism, classism, and sexism, are a 

permanent and pervasive component of U.S. society (Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Solórzano, 1998). Relevant 

to Pomeranc’s text, to deny or ignore that legal rights or statuses are influenced by factors such as race 

is both deceptive to the reader and unrealistic in storyline.  

Additionally, the idealistic characterization of the Fongs seems forced at times. They are new 

immigrants, but there is no indication of linguistic or cultural barriers; rather, they appear to have 
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assimilated into the mythical melting pot and have achieved full status as honorary Whites (Tuan, 1998). 

Functionally, as immigrants who have presumably followed all the right rules and guidelines for 

citizenship described in the book introduction, the Fongs also endorse the notion of the model minority. 

Meanwhile, the secondary storyline regarding Wei’s loose tooth and his excitement towards the tooth 

fairy rings as inauthentic, as the tooth fairy is a distinctly American piece of folklore and therefore likely 

not a tradition eagerly anticipated by new immigrants (Killgrove, 2016). Further, the illustrations 

depicted a diverse cast of characters but only the Chinese family had slanted lines for eyes, underscoring 

a lack of racial awareness on the part of the story creators. 

 In contrast, Hannah is My Name (Yang, 2004), which is based on author Belle Yang’s own 

experiences immigrating from Taiwan to the U.S. as a child, explored citizenship through centering a 

Taiwanese family who engaged in unauthorized work while awaiting green cards in San Francisco. The 

importance of the green card in securing legal status and work for immigrants is paramount in the story, 

and Yang depicts the long, indeterminable wait endured by the family and their profound fear and 

anxiety. Yang described her motivations for the book, saying, “I wanted to convey to an American 

audience, to kids, what it’s like to be new in a country, not speaking the language, having to go to a new 

school, and the difficulties of achieving citizenship” (Rosen & DeBono, 2007).  

Yang’s reflections on the citizenship process stand in stark contrast to the outlook painted in The 

American Wei, and the great divide between the two stories reveals that authors’ racial backgrounds 

and experiences matter when telling stories about people of color. Various precepts of CRT (Solórzano, 

1998), such as the Intercentricity of Race and Racism (i.e., that race and racism are central factors in the 

experience of people of color), Challenge to the Dominant Ideology (e.g., dominant beliefs such as 

meritocracy, colorblindness, and equal opportunity), and the Centrality of Experiential Knowledge (i.e., 

the legitimization of the experiential knowledge of people of color) support the storying constructed 

from the experiential knowledge of a person of color and trouble the storying about People of Color 
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constructed from a dominant perspective that does not acknowledge the previous notions. Of the two 

texts analyzed here, it is clear that the dual perspectives on citizenship presented are divergent, 

reflecting different authorial sources of information– one lived, and one imagined.  

Hannah is My Name does not shy away from the realities of becoming a citizen. Hannah, the 

titular character, noted plainly, “It is not easy to become an American if you are not born here” (n.p.). In 

one scene, the family hides when an immigration official comes to the door, and in another, close 

friends are deported. Yang’s father joined her in an interview (Rosen & DeBono, 2007) and described his 

experience coming to the United States on a student visa but not having money to live on after paying 

his tuition. They, like many immigrants, were in the country on a provisional basis in which they were 

permitted to stay but not work: “That feeling, just like a kind of crime. We didn’t have any right to work 

[in] this country. We don’t worry [about being] poor, because we can work hard. But not with no 

permission.” His wife continued, “If they found out, [they would] maybe kick us out.”  

This double bind, in which the Yangs could stay but not work, or work but not stay, is one 

acutely felt by countless immigrants whose experiential knowledge (Solórzano, 1998) is rarely 

acknowledged in picturebooks. Though the story ended favorably with the family receiving their green 

cards, it is necessary to acknowledge the harsh reality that “most unauthorized immigrants have no path 

to legal status. Even those who pay taxes, work hard, and contribute to their communities, have no way 

to ‘get in line’ unless Congress were to create a new path to legal status” (American Immigration 

Council, 2019). This is especially relevant considering the significantly large and growing number of 

unauthorized and undocumented Asian immigrants in the United States. In 2017, there were an 

estimated 1.7 million Asian undocumented immigrants in the United States, and 1 out of 7 Asian 

immigrants were undocumented (Ramakrishnan & Shah, 2017). These Asian Americans are rarely 

acknowledged in the public eye in large part due their contrary positionality to the model minority (E. 
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Lee, 2015), and their stories are conspicuously missing, and desperately needed, within the picturebook 

text set.  

Assimilation and Acculturation. In contrast to the citizenship-themed books, the most 

frequently told stories within the realistic fiction picturebooks were from the perspective of bicultural 

children, navigating both Asian and American heritages. Jangmi, the protagonist of Good-bye 382 Shin 

Dang Dong (Park & Park, 2002) poignantly described a feeling of two-ness (Du Bois, 1903): “My heart 

beats in two places: Here, where I live, and also in a place where I once lived” (p. 2). The strings tying the 

characters to their heritage cultures amidst a dominant “American” culture are explored in various 

ways, including through topics related to language learning and language loss, and naming.  

Despite the variance in topic, however, most evident was the underlying, relentless ebb and 

flow of assimilation and acculturation in the characters’ lives, one of the primary experiences of Asian 

American children. Merriam-Webster (2020) defined “assimilate” as a verb meaning “to take into the 

mind and thoroughly understand” and “to absorb into the cultural tradition of a population or group.” In 

contrast, “acculturation” is defined as the “cultural modification of an individual, group, or people by 

adapting to or borrowing traits from another culture.” Hence, both terms allude to the same process, 

one in which a person, group, or society encounters another culture and adapts accordingly. However, 

the nuances of each action result in two different outcomes. On the one hand, to assimilate hints at a 

single personhood being entirely enveloped by another; almost always it is the microculture being 

swallowed by the macroculture (Banks, 2010). To assimilate, then, means to lose the original thought or 

tradition to another. On the other hand, to acculturate evokes a sense of borrowing and merging, 

implying a process in which both cultures are retained, perhaps to form a wholly new entity. 17  

 
17 Though the terms “assimilation” and “acculturation” may be viewed as controversial because of the way in 
which they position ethnic identity in relation to a dominant majority, I use these terms in this section and 
throughout this study in order to address a key theme and lived reality of many Asian Americans. However, I 
endeavor to explain the nuances between the two notions and problematize their use in various contexts.  
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For immigrants and bicultural Americans, these distinctions are familiar and well-worn territory, 

representing the internal and at times external struggle of maintaining and asserting a heritage cultural 

identity amidst a dominant American culture. Erika Lee (2015) contended,  

Culture must be understood as both the expressive production of everyday life and the central 
site of struggle over the meaning of social identities . . . the Asian American cultural imaginary 
becomes a terrain on which to interrogate and critique discourses of social practice and politics 
that construct systems of dominance. (p. 41)  
 
Naming Practices. Within the realistic fiction text set, one of the primary devices used to 

describe characters’ struggles with social identity was a storyline involving the child’s name. In such 

texts, characters decided how their names might reflect their social identities and navigated the 

decision-making surrounding their nomenclatures. For example, in The Name Jar (Choi, 2001), My Name 

is Yoon (Recorvits, 2003), and Sumi’s First Day of School Ever (Park, 2003), characters grappled with how 

to introduce themselves to their classmates, eventually deciding to maintain their given names and be 

proud of their heritage identities. Other texts, such as The Favorite Daughter (Say, 2013) and Always 

Anjali (Sheth, 2018), recounted a familiar experience to many children with unique names—looking for a 

personalized name plate but finding it is not among the “normal” options. In the latter, after her mother 

connected her name to her heritage country, India, Anjali vowed to keep her name. Still, in other stories, 

such as Hannah is My Name (Yang, 2004), characters selected Americanized names in order to adapt to 

their new surroundings and to represent their new immigrant identity. Hannah explained, “Hannah 

doesn’t sound like a stranger’s name anymore. It’s my name. Hannah is my name and America is my 

home” (Yang, 2004, n.p.).  

While some scholars have argued that the acceptance of an American name is not only a sign of 

assimilation but a reification of dominant systems of power (Keller & Franzak, 2016), the stories reveal a 

complexity of contextual factors underlying social identity and naming practices. Jangmi, from Good-bye, 

382 Shin Dang Dong (Park & Park, 2002), introduced herself with her given name but suggested it may 

change in the future. In Tea with Milk (Say, 1999), the protagonist, Masako, described how her parents 
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called her Ma-chan and her school friends called her May. Conversely, in Crouching Tiger (Compestine, 

2011), the Chinese American protagonist corrected his grandfather when he is called by his Chinese 

name rather than his English name, saying, “My name is Vinson, Grandpa” (p. 14). However, his 

grandfather doesn’t accept this and responded, “Your Chinese name is Ming Da. You are Chinese as well 

as American” (p. 14). This interaction depicts the dynamic nature of names within immigrant narratives, 

as they carry the weight of cultural and societal expectations in addition to identity politics. It also 

mirrors IRL practices in which immigrant children in particular are addressed differently according to the 

context (e.g., a heritage name at home and another name at school). Yi (2014) observed,  

The children who have such experiences often exhibit cognitive and social maturity beyond their 
years, navigating a growing sense of plurality in identity. They learn to be flexible in the 
acquisition and utilization of multiple identities according to different expectations, values, and 
circumstances. (p. 11) 
 

Consequently, these practices, which might resemble assimilation at first glance, may actually hint at 

fluid and hybrid stages of acculturation.  

These degrees of cultural identity formation were also evident in the naming of secondary 

characters. In many of these contemporary realistic fiction stories, characters called family members by 

different names, or terms, using both their heritage language and English. Tuyet, a young Vietnamese 

American girl in Duck for Turkey Day (Jules, 2001), referred to her mother in English as “Mama.” In 

contrast, she referred to her grandmother using a Vietnamese honorific, Bà nội, meaning paternal 

grandmother. The juxtaposition of languages was expanded in other books as well in which characters 

identified with multiple cultural identities. Sophie Chang, a biracial Chinese Jewish American in Chicken 

Soup, Chicken Soup (Mayer, 2016), called her Chinese grandmother Nai Nai and her Jewish grandmother 

Bubbe. In these cases, it was clear that the terminology used for various characters represented their 

cultural and social identities.   

Alternatively, there was a larger number of texts in which characters had ethnic names but 

otherwise did not contain cultural content or textual cues indicating ethnic heritage. In stories such as Is 
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that Josie? (Narahashi, 1994), One Afternoon (Heo, 1994), A Year for Kiko (Wolff, 1997), The Hole in the 

Middle (Budnitz, 2011), and Grow Happy (Lasser & Foster Lasser, 2017), the names and racial cues 

provided in the illustrations served as the only indicators of bicultural heritage. Ethnic names in 

conjunction with storylines that do not explore cultural heritage demonstrate that acculturation and 

assimilation issues may affect all Asian American realistic fiction, whether or not they contain cultural 

content. Moreover, the practice may also represent multiple constructions of Asian Americans, including 

the perpetual foreigner, in which the Asian American character is always ethnicized regardless of their 

assimilation to dominant norms, and the defiantly proud and unassimilated identity, that embraces a 

heritage identity rather than an Anglo identity. 

 Language. Aside from names, languages were more generally used to represent formation of 

social and cultural identities. Many titles featured mixed usage of two or more languages, reflecting the 

hybrid and dynamic nature of language as a result of increasing globalization, immigration, and 

transnationalization. The central plotline of some stories such as Bread Song (Lipp, 2004), Dear Juno 

(Pak, 1999), Grandfather Counts (Cheng, 2000), and Cooper’s Lesson (Shin, 2004) concerned the 

miscommunication experienced by children due to language. In these books, children spoke primarily in 

English but slowly and increasingly incorporated vocabulary from their heritage languages as they were 

taught by culture keepers, such as grandparents. Some characters constructed a “third space” or 

another medium of communication that sidestepped language barriers, such as in Drawn Together (Le, 

2018), about a young boy and his grandfather finding common ground by drawing pictures rather than 

speaking. Other texts, such as The Wakame Gatherers (Thompson, 2007), depicted the protagonists as 

translators, mediating two cultures and languages for family members.  

 Working Class Experiences. The immigration experience was also explored in significant ways by 

second-generation American characters, whose lives are impacted by their parents’ relocation to the 

United States. In these stories, parents and grandparents struggle financially and work long, hard, 
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monotonous jobs to survive and provide for their families. A poignant example was Love as Strong as 

Ginger (Look, 1999), a story about a Chinese American girl named Katie who visited the cannery where 

her grandmother worked six days a week. In the author’s note, Look described her grandmother, who 

inspired the story, noting that she, along with other Southeast Asian women, worked in a Seattle 

cannery cracking crabs during the 1960s and 70s. This labor, for which she was paid 3 pennies per pound 

of crabmeat, was one of the only options for these immigrant women who did not speak English. The 

text vividly described the harsh cannery work, from the intense sea and fish smells to the flying feathers 

of crabmeat dusting the women’s sweaty faces as they endlessly cracked shells with heavy hammers. 

Katie was overwhelmed and asked to sit down, but her grandmother responded, “There’s only one place 

to sit—on the toilet upstairs” (p. 24). Such descriptions of the working conditions endured daily by Asian 

American immigrants, and women in particular, who were part of a manual and/or industrial workforce 

are rare, in part, due to the reluctance of many immigrants to complain or talk about such terrible 

circumstances. Look (2012) noted that her own grandmother, whom she wrote the story after, refused 

to talk about her work and “died with her stories” (para. 7), requiring her to do extensive outside 

research for the book, including spending a day at a cannery and interviewing the workers.   

 The more recently published A Different Pond (Phi, 2017) also provided a glimpse into the 

everyday lived experience of working-class immigrant parents, though it focused on the brief window of 

life before the workday. Set in the 1980s, the story is about a young Vietnamese American boy who 

wakes early to go fishing with his father. What sets apart this story from others is that they fish out of 

necessity for food, not for sport, climbing over a metal road divider and past a “No Trespassing” sign to a 

hidden fishing spot under a large overpass. The story, which author Bao Phi noted is a version of his own 

family’s Viet American refugee story, captured a mundane yet remarkable slice of the immigrant 

everyday. Illustrator and Vietnamese American Thi Bui (Center for Asian American Media, 2018) 

described her response to reading Phi’s manuscript for the first time before agreeing to illustrate it: 
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Bao hit the nail on the head in identifying the aspects of my lived experience that didn’t feel 
acknowledged—the working class realities, the quiet sadness, and the understated resilience 
that really formed my values as a child growing up in immigrant America. (para. 11) 
 

Bui is correct in her assertion that these features of Asian American life are keenly felt by generations of 

Asian Americans but largely unacknowledged and invisible in picturebooks. While many texts alluded to 

working class characters, financial hardships, or language and social barriers, these sacrifices made by 

Asian American immigrants across generations were rarely deeply explored and validate the need for 

more intersectional perspectives (Crenshaw, 1990; Museus & Iftikar, 2013) –particularly ones that 

attend to class and gender– in these picturebook narratives. These stories are of critical importance as 

they enhance the humanity and struggle of the Asian American experience.  

Summary. Immigration emerged as a common theme among the Asian American contemporary 

realistic fiction picturebooks. Asian Americans were positioned in a variety of roles in these stories, 

including as recent immigrants, 1.5- or 2nd-generation immigrants, provisionary visitors, and 

transnational migrants. Topics related to the immigration experience were pervasive in the text set and 

included citizenship, language barriers and language learning, naming practices, acculturation and 

assimilation, and working-class conditions. Considering that realistic fiction tells stories that are 

plausible and extant, my investigation also revealed gaps in the corpus and highlighted the need for 

more intersectional immigrant stories about the lived experiences of the working-class, women, and 

undocumented peoples.  

Food and Festivals 

In this section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis regarding the 

themes related to food and festivals in the genre of contemporary realistic fiction books. I consider how 

food and festivals, traditionally seen as essentializing topics for culturally ethnic communities (Barrera, 

1992; Short, 2009), may represent both superficial and complex aspects of culture. I also examine how 

texts engage in varying degrees of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of Asian American characters 
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and cultures as well as (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) regarding food and its cultural 

belonging.  

Multicultural, global, and cross-cultural education has long wrestled with what it means to 

acknowledge, represent, and understand culture (Banks, 2010; Cai, 2002; Short, 2009; Yokota, 1993). 

The infamous “5fs curriculum”– food, fashion, folklore, festivals, and famous people– and its many 

iterations has often been used in classrooms, libraries, and homes to study world cultures, though many 

scholars have also decried this course as concerning primarily “surface” culture aspects only (Barrera, 

1992; Short, 2009). Indeed, the “5fs” were clearly present throughout the entire Asian American 

picturebook set, though the subjects of food and festivals (or special events) were the most relevant to 

the contemporary realistic fiction texts. These themes were centered in approximately 25% of the books 

and present as more secondary or tertiary themes in many more. It is important to recognize that 

“relegating Asian Americans to their celebrations and foods situates Asian culture as something to be 

enjoyed for consumption without needing to be understood or seen as legitimately American” 

(Rodriguez & Kim, 2019, p. 75). However, through close and iterative readings I observed that narratives 

about food and festivals were often complex in nature and broke through “surface level” notions of 

culture to more deeply explore components of bicultural identity, heritage, nationality, societal 

expectations, assimilation and acculturation, and more.  

 Food. Within the contemporary realistic fiction texts, the making and eating of food was a 

popular theme. In and of itself, this finding supports tropes of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) as 

the food in question is always a cultural or ethnic food that is seen as not belonging to the dominant, or 

American, diet. As Segal and Handler (1995) asserted, essentializing conceptions of culture “separates 

the study of the familiar from the study of the exotic” (p. 391). This was evident in some titles, such as 

Bee-Bim Bop! (Park, 2005) and 10 Gulab Jamuns (Acharya, 2017), which were focused on the 

preparation and enjoyment of particular ethnic foods for young readers. In these texts, foods were 
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defined, and recipes were explained for the reader, including elements such as pronunciation guides and 

visual depictions of ingredients or cooking utensils.  

However, as such stories playfully focus on the impatience and excitement of the young Asian 

American characters over these dishes, they also provide important validations of food and cultural 

identity for their characters. Because the characters are bicultural, such texts recognize and legitimize 

heritage food as well as other elements of culture beyond the food items themselves. For example, 

when the Korean American family from Bee-Bim Bop! finally settled down to eat their dinner of bee-bim 

bop or “mix-mix rice,” a grandmother figure dressed in a traditional Korean hanbok was also present, 

normalizing the grandparent’s membership in the household. Meanwhile 10 Gulab Jamuns featured two 

siblings, named Idu and Adu, meaning “this” or “that” in Kannada, the author’s native language. 

Acharya’s use of Kannada transcends Southwestern Indian invisibility and silencing and thus may be 

considered an authorial act of (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), as the text is likely to be 

the only American picturebook to feature this Indian language that is spoken by more than 45 million 

people worldwide (Eberhard et al., 2020). 

 In other stories, food was used to more deeply delve into issues of cultural conflict and identity 

for the protagonists. In titles such as Halmoni and the Picnic (Choi, 1993), Apple Pie 4th of July (Wong, 

2002), and Duck for Turkey Day (Jules, 2009) characters worried about whether the ethnic food they ate 

would be received strangely by their friends or community members or deemed un-American. Author 

Janet S. Wong based Apple Pie 4th of July on a true story in which she admonished her father, a shop 

owner, after he made Chinese food to sell on the 4th of July. The protagonist voiced what Wong herself 

told her father, “Americans do not want Chinese food on the Fourth of July” (p. 18) but is surprised to 

find that customers line up for egg rolls, chow mein, and other Chinese American dishes. In an interview 

(Reading Rockets, 2014b), Wong laughed as she recounted the story and declared that the book was her 

public apology to her father, as both she and the main character, learned that Chinese food can be just 
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as American as apple pie. Consequently, in this text food was not only a marker of cultural difference, 

but it also came to represent the acculturation of the dominant community to a heritage culture as well 

as a more confident American identity for the protagonist. As such, this story provided a representation 

of Asian America that disrupted the Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of characters and flipped the 

script regarding who would acculturate to which culture.  

Mommy Eats Fried Grasshoppers (Bender, 2018) was another title to explore food and identity. 

In this story, a young Lao American girl named Mahlee contrasted elements of her daily life to her 

mother’s from when she was a child in Laos. The book presents the two cultures as a dichotomy: “I eat 

cereal and bread for breakfast/ When Mommy was little she ate eggs and khao niao–that’s sticky rice” 

(n.p.). Mahlee was comfortable with their differences until she learned that her mother eats fried 

grasshoppers– and she was wary when her mother asked her to try them. She says no until she begins to 

reflect on she and her mother’s intimate and loving relationship. Predictably, she took a nibble and 

found that it wasn’t as bad as she had feared. In this story, the grasshoppers, depicted as crunchy, 

seasoned, packaged snacks akin to potato chips, are presented as a distinctive part of Lao culture.  

Author Vilayvanh Bender (2020), who immigrated to the U.S. as a 7-year-old refugee after the 

Vietnam War, reflected: 

Growing up in America, I tried to figure out how to acclimate. Through that process, you’re 
unsure [about how] to share that part of your culture, you’re unsure how to share or when to 
share, and I did very little of that growing up. But to see that I’m able to share my culture with 
other children … [through the book], it’s almost therapeutic. (paras 9, 10)  
 

Bender’s reflections point to a different facet of bicultural identity that emphasizes cultural and heritage 

difference, not commonality, and the freedom of being able to divulge such distinctions openly. Her 

story does not claim her Lao traditions to be American; instead, it unapologetically presents Mahlee’s 

mother as a Lao in America. Bender described this storying as a rewarding and fulfilling way to share her 

Lao heritage with American audiences, including her own daughters. While this aligns with forever 

foreigner stereotypes (Tuan, 1998), it also refreshingly presents Mahlee’s mother as unbothered about 
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her lack of assimilation to dominant culture. This representation is significant as it references the 

diversity and fluidity of cultural identification expressed by many Asian Americans, in which some may 

assert their identity as more American or Asian or more specifically their heritage culture at different 

times (Teaching Tolerance, 1996). In this way and despite their stark differences, both Bender and 

Wong’s picturebooks are Asian American stories about ethnic food and its rightful place in the American 

consciousness but also the legitimacy of diverse American identities.  

 Several texts also acknowledged the CRT tenet of intercentricity of race (Solórzano, 1998) by 

using food as a way to weave bits and pieces of cultural history and folktales into modern day contexts. 

In Cora Cooks Pancit (Gilmore, 2009) a Filipino American girl helped her mother cook a traditional dish of 

fried noodles. The story engaged in (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) when Cora’s 

mother explained that her apron belonged to Lolo, Cora’s grandfather, who was a cook for Filipino 

farmworkers in California. This referenced a critically important piece of Filipino American history that is 

largely ignored in history curriculums. By the 1930s, Filipino and Mexican immigrants were the primary 

agricultural labor force on the West coast. Working under exploitative conditions, these Filipino 

American men, called manongs, formed the first organized strikes and formal labor unions and laid 

foundational groundwork for the more recognized efforts of the United Farm Workers and Cesar 

Chavez18 (Morehouse, 2015). Though Gilmore’s story does not explore this history further, the mention 

is an important historical marker that locates the characters as being from here in a story about “ethnic” 

food, signifying Filipino Americans’ history and contributions, particularly in California. Pakipina 

(Pakistani and Filipina) scholar Noreen Rodriguez (2019) affirmed the need for this when she described 

how she felt after learning as an adult that the first Filipinos arrived in California in 1587:  

 
18 Notably, it was Larry Itliong, a Filipino manong in Delano, California, who led Filipino workers across the state to 
unionize and strike. At the same time, Chavez was gaining prominence among the Mexican labor front but was not 
planning on immediate strikes until Itliong urged him to action. Later, Itliong served as Chavez’ assistant director in 
the United Farm Workers union. See Morehouse, 2015 for more information.  
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Why didn’t I know this? Why didn’t anyone teach me this? It would have made me feel less 
foreign, less Other, more American, more situated among my peers who claimed more 
generations in this country than I could. A simple fact, a single date, changed what I knew about 
my history and my people. We were here. We’ve been here. But no one tells us, and we’re made 
to feel like invaders who don’t belong because of the shape of our eyes, the color of our hair, 
the languages we speak, and the foods we eat. (Rodriguez & Kim, 2019, p. 73)  
 

Rodriguez’s lament of the erasure of Filipino American history also complicates the boundaries that 

arbitrarily determine criterion of “American” culture. Pancit is a Filipino dish, of course, but why can’t it 

also be American?  

Hot, Hot Roti for Dada-ji (Zia, 2011) highlighted the intergenerational relationship between a 

young Indian American boy named Aneel and his paternal grandfather as they cooked and ate rotis, an 

Indian flatbread, together. However, the food itself serves as a motif, giving the characters quality time 

together as they delight in telling tall tales that involve roti. Author F. Zia alluded to this in an interview 

(Lee and Low, 2011) where she spoke about the blending of old and new traditions. She considered the 

relationship between generations to be of key importance for bicultural children, saying,  

Fundamental values are what we need to fight to keep. Other things are easier to let go in the 
face of change and it doesn’t really matter if your child prefers pizza to roti, Hollywood to 
Bollywood, and Country Rock to ragas. (para. 7) 
 

Zia’s perspective of food as ultimately inconsequential supports notions that food may be a “surface” 

element of a culture. However, food is rarely made, consumed, or talked about in a vacuum; it is nearly 

always etched in personal and family memories and histories, and thus, tied to a culture’s “fundamental 

values” in subconscious ways. Indeed, in her own text rotis were a symbol of Dada-ji’s strength, 

exuberance, and personhood, and Aneel’s preparations echoed that of his Badi-ma. Accordingly, it is 

difficult to separate the roti from Dada-ji and the food from its culture. This was true for most of the 

stories centering Asian foods. Largely, these stories were evidence of how cultural dishes and specialized 

preparations may go beyond surface culture to expose personal and cultural histories, family units, 

traditions, and social negotiations.  
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 Festivals. Aside from food, many texts also focused on celebrations of major cultural events 

including festivals, holidays, and special occasions. Texts centered around Chinese New Year (e.g., New 

Year, Lo, 2016; PoPo’s Lucky Chinese New Year, Loh Hagan, 2016; Sam and the Lucky Money, Chinn, 

1995; The Dancing Dragon, Vaughan, 1996) and the Autumn moon or harvest festival (e.g., Rabbit 

Mooncakes, Krakauer, 1994; Thanking the Moon: Celebrating the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival, Lin, 2010) 

were most common, reflecting the higher representation of Chinese American stories within the text set 

(see chapter 6 on racial/heritage representations for more information). A smaller number of other 

stories focused on religious holidays such as Eid al-Fitr and Diwali (e.g., Amal’s Eid, Maranville, 2015; 

Let’s Celebrate Diwali, Joshi, 2015; Lights for Gita, Gilmore, 1995; Night of the Moon, Khan, 2008) and 

still others focused on celebrations of more universal events such as birthdays and weddings (e.g., Big 

Red Lollipop, Khan, 2010; Dragon Dancing, Schaefer, 2006; Every Year on Your Birthday, Lewis, 2007; 

Uncle Peter’s Amazing Chinese Wedding, Look, 2006). Overall, the range of festivals and holidays 

featured throughout the texts was quite widespread, but it was the balance between teaching and 

storying in the narratives that most clearly differentiated the stories’ degree of cultural exploration.   

A small number of these texts were didactic in nature, teaching readers about cultural holidays 

and related traditions (e.g., Bringing in the New Year, Lin, 2008; My First Chinese New Year, Katz, 2004). 

My analysis found that such titles were indeed quite “surface” level in their explorations of specific 

cultural heritages and their traditions because they focused on the external demonstrations of cultural 

distinction with little connection to personal experiences. In iterative readings, I observed that the lack 

of personalization as well as the authorial assumption of the implied reader (Nodelman & Reimer, 2003) 

to be unfamiliar with these practices, worked to Other these cultures and cultural practices, presenting 

them as different and foreign, as opposed to socially, culturally, and historically informed practices by 

diverse peoples. However, the majority of the stories that focused on cultural celebrations and 

traditions were narratives told by bicultural children who negotiated cultural and social identities 
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related to the celebrations; in these stories, specific heritage cultures were explored with more depth 

with multiple characters who displayed a range of thoughts and behaviors and storylines that navigated 

facets of the bicultural experience.  

 An example of a bicultural character using cultural traditions to negotiate her heritage identity is 

found in Nadia’s Hands (English, 1999). Nadia, a young Pakistani American girl, is going to be a flower 

girl in her aunt’s wedding. Pakistani culture is exhibited in several ways throughout the story, including 

in the clothing of characters from the shalwar kameez worn by the men to the traditional wedding garb, 

the use of Urdu and Arabic in the text, and the constant weaving in and out of extended family 

members, including aunts, uncles, cousins and great-uncles. However, the story highlighted the tradition 

of applying mehndi, a henna paste, in elaborate designs on women’s hands. Nadia dreaded the thought 

mehndi because it stains the skin for a period, and she imagined going to school with hands that “did 

not look like her hands” (a repeating refrain). It isn’t until her grandmother whispered to her, “When I 

look at your hands, it’s as if I’m looking at my past and future at the same time” (p. 32) that Nadia began 

to appreciate the tradition of applying mehndi. The story ended with Nadia looking forward to showing 

her “hands from Pakistan” at school and feeling as if they finally belonged to her.  

 While the story centers on mehndi, a particularly visible display of Pakistani culture, the 

narrative traversed both surface and internal aspects of culture (Torres, 2018) to examine how these 

external markers are informed by personal and family histories, norms of behavior, and abstract beliefs, 

particularly concerning family values. Nadia, the second-generation American child, worried about 

appearing different to her classmates, and her repeated refrain that her hands did not look like her 

hands, suggested that Nadia did not identify, or like to identify, as different or Pakistani. Importantly, 

Nadia’s behavior implied that she also understood the racializing and essentializing proclivities of her 

classmates. However, the connection Nadia ultimately draws between mehndi and her family’s practices 

across generations demonstrates how elements of surface culture, or what could be viewed as 
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essentializing markers of race or culture, may be intertwined with internal aspects which acknowledge 

historical, societal, and family traditions in integrated and fluid ways.  

 Summary. A major category of themes and storylines saturating the Asian American 

contemporary realistic fiction picturebooks was that of food and festivals. Presented in more than a 

quarter of all of these texts, these themes centered on visible aspects of specific cultures, highlighting 

unique heritage foods, regional, religious, and/or universal celebrations of special events, and cultural 

traditions. However, the majority of realistic fiction carrying these themes connected outward 

manifestations of culture to internal aspects that revealed heritage-specific belief and value systems, 

historical, folk, and social traditions. This was most visible when characters were fleshed out, with other 

themes and storylines incorporated throughout the text. For example, characters often grappled with 

their bicultural identities through exploring these foods and festivals, asserting their Asian or American 

heritages to various degrees, and thus upholding and/or disrupting the Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013) tendencies to label cultural food and festivals as foreign.   

Discussion of Realistic Fiction  

 As I read and reread these Asian American realistic fiction picturebooks, the questions that 

naturally emerged in my analysis were, “Does this seem realistic to me?,” “Is this plausible?,” and “Does 

this reflect me or any Asian American I know?” Reflecting on questions such as these are important 

because as Botelho and Rudman (2009) point out, the genre of realistic fiction is a textual reconstruction 

of reality. Moreover, this critical analysis asks further: Did the texts reflect the realities of Asianization 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013)? Did the texts reflect the transnational and intersectional (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013) experiences of Asian Americans? The answers to these questions, as well as my initial ones, were 

both yes and no.  

The reality as constructed by these texts, positioned Asian Americans as members of family 

networks encompassing grandparents and extended family members in their kinship circles, as happy 
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and thriving Chinese adoptees, as 1st, 1.5., and 2nd generation immigrants, as speakers of English, as 

translators, as assimilated and unassimilated, and as American as apple pie, or pancit, or lo mein. As 

such, these characters upheld stereotyping mechanisms of Asianization, though more rarely, they also 

disrupted them. The realities of the Asian American experience were presented as dominated by 

adoption, immigration and language issues, and heritage foods and celebrations. Accordingly, Asian 

America was represented recurrently as foreign and different.  

 Across the text set, the Asian American realistic fiction picturebooks were varied. Some texts 

were more realistic than others, some stayed firmly rooted in authorial memory while others took 

fanciful leaps, and some reflected my own experiences while others I was a stranger to. In other words, 

the mirrors (Sims Bishop, 1990), as well as the windows and doors, were provided in pieces. Of course, I 

cannot speak for Asian Americans besides myself, and so others’ reflections likely appear and dissipate 

in the literature in ways that diverge from my own. Consequently, it was important to ask, “Whose 

reality?” This question ponders who is represented in the text, but also, who is ignored. Moreover, it can 

refer to the person constructing the textual and visual reality presented in the book. The implications of 

this questioning were explored in several of the texts analyzed previously, including the two texts on 

citizenship (The American Wei and Hannah is My Name) and the texts exploring the working-class 

conditions for immigrants (Love as Strong as Ginger and A Different Pond). However, the implications 

may be most clearly evident within the adoption-themed literature.  

 My analysis revealed that frequent adoption stories present in the contemporary realistic fiction 

text set construct a reality of White mothers embarking on overseas journeys to meet and bring home 

smiling and grateful babies. Whose reality is depicted in these stories is unclear considering the 

abundance of adoption scholarship that pronounces adoption as a traumatic and complex entity (see 

Dahlen, 2020; Hubinette, 2004; Nelson, 2020); for that reason, the term “adoption journey” better 

describes the lifetime of the adoptee rather than the first plane ride. Certainly, for the majority of 
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adoptees, the sweet and easy tales full of laughter and kisses do not reflect their reality, though it is 

possible that this rang true for some. Was it the reality of the White mothers then, that was depicted? 

That is doubtful as well, considering that the fear, frustration, and tears are present for both the 

adoptee and adopter. Perhaps then, such stories represent the reality that some people would prefer 

rather than what is necessarily true. These stories may extract a terrible cost, as the recent “rehoming” 

story of a popular YouTube celebrity has brought to light, in which a young autistic Chinese adoptee was 

placed into another family after his needs were deemed too difficult to handle by his adoptive family 

(Boucher, 2020). This trend is nothing new, as reports have estimated that over 24,000 international 

adoptees in the United States have been placed in families other than their original adoptive families 

(Twohey, 2013). In response, Newton (2020) wrote, 

The [rehoming news] is a message for all of the people who are gullible for a happy story even 
when it’s not true. In addition to the agencies that don’t do their due diligence, adoptive parents 
who fail adoptees, and the media’s unrealistic portrayal of adoptees, people outside of the 
adoption community, too, perpetuate some of the problem by being so desperate for a good 
story at any cost. When people don’t want the reality, they’ll accept a fantasy version of the 
story. (para. 29) 
 

The greatest problem with this of course, is that it is the adopted children who suffer the most from 

such falsities and that such stories support the continuation of a harmful system in need of reform (i.e., 

international adoption agencies). There is little doubt that fantasies masquerading as reality will incur 

troubling consequences.  

 However, the construction of idealized and sanitized realities, which are common in dominant 

ideologies (Solórzano, 1998), was not limited to the adoption stories. This was also seen in Marion 

Pomeranc’s (1998) The American Wei text in which citizenship was presented as a simple process 

resulting in equality and comradery. It was also evidenced in the omissions of many stories in the text 

set, particularly of stories concerning undocumented Asians in the United States as well as the 

generations of immigrants who have survived by laboring in manual and industrial work for little pay. 

These omissions were detected because of exceptions, such as Hannah is My Name (Yang, 2004) and 
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Love as Strong as Ginger (Look, 1999), but countless other “realities” were rarely depicted or were 

depicted without depth, including but not limited to the realities of Asian American children 

experiencing racism in contemporary contexts, Asian American activism, increasingly transnational 

forms of migration, and disparate education experiences.  

 However, I do not want to overlook the significance of the stories that were told in the text set. 

While my critical content analysis examined prominent themes independently, it was the case that these 

themes, along with many others, did not stand alone and instead, were layered in complex and 

distinctive ways. Intergenerational relationships, language, food, immigration, and acculturation 

experiences were described in various combinations, each revealing a different facet of the Asian 

American experience. Though it is impossible to reflect the whole of one’s experience in a text set, let 

alone a single story, these stories both alone and in tandem constructed representations of what it is to 

be an Asian American. Vietnamese American illustrator Thi Bui provided an analogy of this in an endnote 

describing her artistic process in A Different Pond (2017). Referring to the objects and memorabilia that 

she included in the pages of the book, Bui noted,  

Looking around on the internet, I’ve found that there ARE others who remember the same odd 
details that mark an Asian American, and more specifically a Vietnamese American, immigrant 
household. The cookie tin that might contain Danish butter cookies, or Mom’s sewing needles 
and thread. The free calendar from the Asian grocery store. The gối ôm, or hugging pillow, that 
my mom sewed for our beds. None of these things exactly represents my Vietnamese heritage; 
it’s more that they add up to hold something of what it was like to be me, and alive, in a specific 
time and place. (n.p.)  
 

In the same way that Bui found glimmers of recognition in various knick-knacks, I found it possible to see 

the same in the bulk of the stories in these picturebooks. The struggles with naming, the grandparents 

as caretakers, the cultural celebrations, and the acts of translating between generations were, even if 

not true of my personal experience, representative of what it is and was like to be Asian American over 

the last 25 years.  
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 That is not to say the omissions and lack of depth and true-to-life depictions ultimately did not 

matter. Though the picturebooks provide a mosaic of reflections of Asian America, the AsianCrit tenet of 

Strategic (Anti) Essentialism (Spivak, 1987) emphasizes that  

[E]ffective research and activism should generate an understanding of Asian American 
communities as a whole and build on the possibilities for unity provided by the larger racial 
category while recognizing and developing intricate knowledge of the diversity and complexity 
that exists within these populations. (Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 26) 
 

Without the authentic stories of many Asian Americans, the “diversity and complexity” of the genre was 

mitigated. The underrepresentation of some stories cannot be divorced from whose stories they belong 

to, and it was clear that among the contemporary realistic fiction picturebooks, stories were 

predominantly constructions of East Asian American experience. This is analyzed and discussed further 

in chapter 6. However, it must be underscored here that the lack of South Asian American and 

Southeast Asian American stories affected the constructions of reality in this genre. As a result, stories of 

brown Asians and the discrimination they have faced due to colorism are not present, stories with 

religious themes–particularly Islam– are neglected, contemporary resettlement experiences of countless 

refugees, and more remain invisible for today’s readers.  

 In the following sections, I present the findings of my critical content and thematic analysis of 

literature within the other genres identified in the text set. Each section also includes a brief summary 

and discussion.  

Historical Fiction 

 In the following section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis of the 

texts categorized in the genre of historical fiction. Four major patterns of content and theme are 

discussed in relation to the framework of AsianCrit. Three tenets were particularly relevant to this 

genre: (1) Asianization (i.e., the racialization of Asian Americans as model minorities, forever foreigners, 

and yellow perils), (2) transnational contexts (i.e., the significance of national and international borders 

in the racialization of Asian Americans), and (3) (re)constructive history (i.e., the re-analysis of history to 
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expose racism towards Asian Americans and the construction of a collective Asian American historical 

narrative that transcends dominant historical narratives that silence and exclude Asian Americans). In 

this analysis, I attend to the representations of Asian Americans that accompany specific time periods in 

historical fiction and identify key texts or text groupings that demonstrate aspects of the above tenets. 

Following the analysis, I conclude with a brief discussion about the racialization of Asian Americans in 

the genre of historical fiction.  

Twenty-nine books, or approximately 8%, of Asian American picturebooks published between 

1993 and 2018 were identified in the historical fiction genre (a list of these titles may be found in 

Appendix D). Historical fiction “tells stories set in the past; it portrays events that actually occurred or 

possibly could have occurred” (Galda et al., 2017, p. 16). In addition to the books in which the plot and 

characters were constructed for a historic period, texts that spotlighted historical events or experiences 

amidst a contemporary setting were also included. For example, several texts began in modern times 

but used a literary device, such as flashback, to delve into a historical event or time. Settings in these 

texts most frequently included locations and times significant in Asian American history, such as 

California in the late 1800s during the building of the transcontinental railroad, the Chinatowns of the 

early 1900s, and the Japanese American internment camps of World War II (WWII). Consequently, in 

this genre, Asian American characters were largely represented according to the tropes of Asianization, 

including as forever foreigners, model minorities, and threats of yellow peril, cast in roles as recent 

immigrants, laborers, and foreign threats. As a result, the analysis revealed that Asian American 

picturebooks centering historical periods or events typically featured only a few models of Asian 

Americans from limited slices of American history.  

Four general categorizations could be made within the historical fiction titles according to 

subject. These included Chinese immigration, experiences during WWII, historical events outside of the 

U.S., and other. The historical events outside of the U.S. category referred to transnational stories that 
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took place in Asian contexts but later influenced the Asian American experience in the United States. 

Even among these limited subjects, nearly half of the books were catalogued in one category alone—

experiences during WWII. Figure 5.1 displays the proportional representation of subject areas within 

Asian American historical fiction picturebooks. In the following sections, I provide a brief description of 

each subject area. 

Figure 5.1 
 
Topics in Asian American Historical Fiction Picturebooks, 1993–2018 
 

 

Note: Titles within each category may be found in Appendix D.  

Experiences During WWII 

A plurality of the historical fiction texts explored the experiences of Asian Americans during 

WWII, particularly the forced relocation and incarceration of Japanese American children and their 

families. In total, 14 texts, or 48% of the historical fiction titles, concerned various Asian American 

Early Chinese Immigration 21%

Experiences during WWII 
48% Other 10%

Historical Events Outside
of the U.S. 21%

Historical Fiction Topics
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experiences during the late 1930s and early 1940s. Of these, eight texts19 take place in internment 

camps and describe ways in which Japanese American families were relocated and at times separated. 

They also depict the day-to-day fear, boredom, and despair experienced by children during their time in 

the camps. Reflecting the historical construction of Japanese Americans as threats of yellow peril (E. Lee, 

2015), the characters are portrayed as prisoners and laborers. Simultaneously, these characters endure 

and survive and are portrayed as both victims of xenophobia and racism and agents of resistance. Some 

notable and award-winning examples include Baseball Saved Us (Mochizuki, 1993), about a Japanese 

American boy who used baseball to combat hopelessness and restlessness in the camp, and Fish for 

Jimmy (Yamasaki, 2013), about a brother who risked temporary escape to obtain fresh fish, a reminder 

of better times, for his depressed and withdrawn sibling.  

The remaining texts set in this period highlighted experiences of Asian Americans outside the 

camps. In Heroes (Mochizuki, 1995), a Japanese American boy was bullied for his Japanese heritage after 

the war, and notably, in Nim and the War Effort (Lee, 1997) and Mei Ling in China City (Smith, 2008), 

Chinese American protagonists endured racialized experiences as they aided in the war effort by 

collecting money and scraps. These latter texts are distinguished from the others set against the 

backdrop of WWII because they draw attention to (non-Japanese) Asian American peoples and 

experiences outside of internment camps. Two other texts explored relationships formed between 

Japan and the United States during WWII through political symbols of peace and friendship, including a 

Japanese temple bell and a bonsai tree. The last text, Grandfather’s Journey (Say, 1993), winner of the 

1994 Caldecott Medal, takes place over decades but poignantly included images and mentions of the 

 
19 One of these texts, Home of the Brave by Allen Say (2002), differed from the others in the text set for several 
reasons. It was a story about a young man who, on a kayaking trip, falls through a waterfall and emerges in a 
strange dreamland. He enters an ominous town of barracks to find hordes of Japanese American children chanting 
“Take us home!” While acknowledging the ambiguity of genre of this text, which could have been catalogued as 
fantasy or realistic fiction, I include it in the historical fiction genre because of its primary focus on Japanese 
American internment camps and its aim of taking readers back to this point in history.  
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U.S. bombing of Japan and its consequences for the protagonist. Overall in these texts, Asian Americans 

are represented diversely, occupying roles as war heroes, civilian supporters of the war effort, singers 

and artists, and bankers, and reflecting models of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). 

The racism and discrimination experienced by Japanese Americans, and Asian Americans more 

broadly, during this time period were addressed openly within the texts and described conditions that 

led to and maintained oppressions. Emi, the Japanese American child narrator of The Bracelet (Uchida, 

1993), noted, “[Her family] hadn’t done anything wrong. They were being treated like the enemy just 

because they looked like the enemy . . . They loved America, but America didn’t love them back. And it 

didn’t want to trust them” (n.p.). Most texts took a similar stance with the narratives, openly 

differentiating between Japanese people as the enemy and Japanese Americans as innocent; people 

with Japanese heritage were often referenced using an archetype of good and evil, or guilty and 

innocent. In a few cases, more information and nuanced perspectives were provided in an author’s 

note. For example, some texts directly placed blame on the U.S. government for its racist exclusion acts 

or even more explicitly on President Franklin D. Roosevelt for his role in signing the executive order that 

led to the mass incarceration of Japanese Americans (e.g., A Place Where the Sunflowers Grow, Lee-Tai, 

2006; Flowers for Mariko, Noguchi & Jenks, 2001). The explicit detail and historical record provided in 

such texts illustrated how (re)constructive history, or history that is explicit about the racism 

experienced by Asian Americans, may “not only add to or correct the [dominant] historical record but 

also function to provide critical insights on the present” (Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 25).  

Partly, this occurred through the narration of racism and discrimination outside of the walls of 

the camp. Some texts depicted how Japanese Americans were racialized as they left the camps and 

reentered U.S. society and throughout the resettlement years. In Flowers for Mariko (Noguchi & Jenks, 

2001), a Japanese American family left an incarceration camp to find their old landlord had sold their 

belongings and moved away, and they are forced to live in a trailer park with families in similar 
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circumstances. Museus & Iftikar (2013) emphasized that Asianization goes beyond identifying 

stereotyping mechanisms but also highlights the ways in which racialization (re)shapes laws and policies. 

In that light, stories such as Flowers for Mariko have heightened importance as they described the 

consequences of racist policies rather than attending solely to racist acts by individuals.  

The two texts in this category that contained Chinese American perspectives during WWII 

provided critical glimpses into the experiences of other Asian Americans during this time. In Nim and the 

War Effort (Lee, 1997), the text included historical information regarding the anxiety and tension that 

Asian Americans experienced even when they were not forcibly removed as victims of Asianization, 

particularly of a racist monolithic mentality. This is implied in the description of Nim’s Chinese American 

grandfather: 

On the lapel of his coat was a small pin with two flags—the American flag and the Chinese flag. 
Many Chinese men began wearing the pin with two flags after the war with Japan started so 
they would not be mistaken for the enemy. (n.p.)  
 

Nim also experienced bullying from a peer who evoked the model minority stereotype and called her a 

“Chinese smarty-pants” while comparing her to a “real American.” The text is a surprisingly blunt and 

much needed reminder that Japanese Americans were not the only Asian Americans to live through 

WWII or be discriminated against.  

Early Chinese Immigration 

The chronological period portrayed within the historical fiction text set spanned more than 150 

years, beginning with stories of early Chinese immigration in the mid-19th century. Six texts, or 20% of 

the historical fiction titles, were stories of Chinese immigration and provided fictionalized accounts of 

immigrants from three important waves of immigration in Chinese American history including the 1850s 

Gold Rush, the 1860s during the building of the transcontinental railroad, and the 1920s and 1930s 

during which small allowances of Asian peoples were permitted. While the 1850s and 1860s were open 

periods of Chinese migration, this ended by the early 1880s with the passage of the Chinese Exclusion 
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Act of 1882, after which Chinese immigration was nearly nullified. The exclusion act was not lifted until 

1965, which marked the next official wave of Chinese migration. However, during the period of 1882–

1965, small numbers of Chinese peoples with special allowances (e.g., merchants, diplomats, and 

students) were allowed entry. 

 In Landed (2006), based on her father-in-law’s personal experiences, author Milly Lee described 

how Chinese merchants falsely reported newborn children after they visited China, which later opened 

up immigration slots “by which a Chinese could later pose as a son of a U.S. citizen or merchant on 

paper, thus the term ‘paper son’” (Author’s Note). The six titles included in this category are connected 

not only as important migration stories in U.S. history but also as historical narratives of (re)constructive 

history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), particularly highlighting the racism endured by early immigrants.  

The earliest period depicted was in Oranges on Golden Mountain (Partridge, 2001), set in the 

1850s during the Gold Rush. It followed a poor young boy who traveled from China to California to seek 

work as a shrimp farmer. Partridge’s text chiefly depicted the protagonist as poor and explained his 

immigration to the United States as a way both to find work and to give his mother one less mouth to 

feed. In contrast, the two texts Coolies (Yin, 2001) and its sequel Brothers (Yin, 2006), which take place in 

the latter half of the 1860s during the construction of the first transcontinental railroad, described the 

motivations for immigration with more complexity. Yin begins Coolies by explaining, “A long, long time 

ago in China—in the mid 1800s—there was a rebellion against the government by the people . . . 

thousands died of hunger . . . thousands could not find work” (n.p.). In an author’s note, Yin described 

important factors leading to this first wave of Chinese migration, including widespread famine and the 

Taiping Rebellion. As a result, the Chinese American protagonists are represented in ways that go 

beyond poverty and recognize their agency and activism as well as their desperation.  

The remaining three books, Landed (Lee, 2006), Kai’s Journey to Gold Mountain (Currier, 2004), 

and Paper Son: Lee’s Journey to America (James & Loh, 2013), were set between 1926 and 1935 and 
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explored the experiences of traveling through the Angel Island immigration checkpoint. The Angel Island 

Immigration Station was the main immigration and deportation facility on the west coast of the United 

States between 1910 and 1940, commonly considered the equivalent of Ellis Island for those docking in 

San Francisco Bay. However, the differences between the two immigration stations were stark. At Ellis 

Island, most Europeans were processed and permitted entry; during its peak years of operation, 

approximately 80% of people passed through within hours. At Angel Island, discriminatory and racist 

policies were employed with the intent of preventing Asians from immigrating (Wallenfeldt, 2019). Upon 

arrival in San Francisco, individuals were separated by nationality. Europeans and first-class passengers 

were typically granted direct entry to the city while Asians (and, notably, Russians and Mexicans) were 

sent to Angel Island for processing. There, people were subject to intense scrutiny, interrogation, and 

humiliation by immigration inspectors, and they were often were detained for weeks, months, or, in 

some cases, years, in congested and inhumane living conditions (Angel Island Immigration Station 

Foundation, 2019).  

Two of the titles, Landed (Lee, 2006) and Kai’s Journey to Gold Mountain (Currier, 2004), are 

stories based on real people, protagonists who are the sons of a wealthy merchant and a U.S. citizen, 

respectively. Despite being real sons, they still must use “coaching books” to train themselves to 

“correctly” answer the prospective immigrant officials’ questions and go through a grueling process of 

waiting and interrogation before being permitted entry. Paper Son: Lee’s Journey to America (James & 

Loh, 2003) was the only text to spotlight a “paper son,” or a person who takes on a false name and 

identity in order to immigrate. Considered together, the texts signified how the young Chinese American 

protagonists, despite clear differences in class, social status, and motivation for entry, endured the same 

racialized traumas in their journey to become Americans.  

Other important historical representations of Chinese Americans are integrated throughout the 

texts as well, including through textual references to historical Chinese poetry etched into the walls of 
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the Angel Island barracks by desperate immigrants-in-waiting. Lee’s Landed (2006) also stood out for its 

brief mention of South Asians (described as wearing saris and turbans) who traveled to the United 

States, as it draws attention to the omission of the experiences of other Asian Americans in historical 

fiction and also, more broadly, in the national dialogue concerning early American immigrants. The 

reference brings up a host of questions: Where are the stories of these South Asian immigrants? What 

were these immigrants doing during this period of history? Why is Chinese immigration a key theme in 

historical fiction but not in other non-Chinese Asian immigration? And so on. In this way, my critical 

analysis brought forth the erasure of Asian American history and Asian Americans nearly to the same 

degree that it shed light on them. 

Historical Events Outside of the U.S. 

Six texts, or 20% of the books categorized as historical fiction, centered on major historical 

events and periods in countries outside of the United States. Two texts focused on the reign of the 

Khmer Rouge and the Cambodian genocide of the 1970s, while the remainder of the texts centered a 

Hmong journey, the Vietnam War, the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, and the 1950 communist 

invasion of Seoul, South Korea. In the majority of the stories, the protagonists were bicultural Asian 

American children who learned of these major events from an older family member (i.e., grandmother 

or great-uncle) who recounted personal memories or tales. The dual perspectives present in these 

texts—one foreign and from “long ago,” and the other present-day and American-born—allowed for a 

complex juxtaposition of transnational historical narratives. In the simplest sense, the characters’ story 

arcs and narratives made clear that these global historical events are a part of American history because 

they are a part of our immigrant history. Significantly, the texts themselves are also markers of American 

involvement and interference across borders, underscoring the importance of transnational contexts 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) to Asian Americans.  
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In Peacebound Trains (Balgassi, 1996), the narration wove back and forth between a Korean 

grandmother’s memories of the communist invasion of Seoul in 1950 and her Korean American 

granddaughter’s experience of family separation in the present. The protagonist’s mother is noted as 

being away, serving in the U.S. army, while her grandmother acted as her primary caretaker. 

Accordingly, the text offered several rare and intersectional representations of Asian Americans, and 

Korean Americans more specifically, within children’s literature: a woman (mother) in the military, a 

widow, a grandmother as guardian, and a single-parent/-guardian household. The text also noted that 

the mother’s motivation for joining the army was financial: “The army would train her to be a soldier 

and afterward, pay for her college tuition” (p. 13). This detail is important because it is a representation 

of a Korean American that defies the image of the model minority, which is intertwined with high status, 

educational achievement, and wealth. The family’s presence in the United States in combination with 

the grandmother’s memories of the Korean War was also a subtle marker of a transnational American 

history in which “South Korea emerged from the war almost entirely reliant on the United States for its 

economic survival and military protection . . . [The war] also turned countless Koreans into refugees, 

leading many to seek safety abroad” (E. Lee, 2015, p. 267).  

The only text in this category to foreground South Asian American characters was Chachajis’ Cup 

(Krishnaswami, 2003), a narrative about an Indian American boy and his great uncle Chachaji. While set 

in the present day, the story also explored Chachaji’s childhood and growing up during the 1947 

Partition, in which the former colony of India was separated into two self-governing states, India and 

Pakistan. As a result, India, comprised of mostly Hindus, and Pakistan, which was designated as a 

homeland for Muslims, became the site of migration for nearly 12 million people who were suddenly 

uprooted and displaced. The representation of this history and the depiction of both Hindus and 

Muslims is significant in itself due to its rarity in children’s picturebooks, though Sivashankar (2019) 

importantly noted the troubling lack of information and engagement regarding the religious conflicts 
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that spurred divisions and accompanied riots. Author Krishnaswami described her motivation for the 

text, writing, “There is no memorial, no monument to the Partition. For many families . . . only 

memories remain” (Petrarkis, 2004, p. 1). Her words are yet another reminder of the purposeful social, 

cultural and religious exclusions of specific histories and events; accordingly, the memories recalled in 

the text are (re)constructions of history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) that make this period visible for other 

generations, demonstrating how historical dislocation around the world has impacted American 

immigration and history.  

Southeast Asian American Experiences 

The remaining four texts were representations of Southeast Asian experiences. In Dia’s Story 

Cloth (Cha, 1996), based on the Hmong author and her family’s journey from Laos to the United States 

in the 1970s, Cha provided an extensive author’s note with more historical detail about the plight of the 

Hmong people, beginning from the late 1950s guerilla warfare in Laos:  

General Vang Pao led a Hmong army financed and trained by the American Central Intelligence 
Agency. In this “secret war” in Laos, thousands of Hmong men and boys were recruited by the 
CIA to help with rescue missions and other guerilla operations. Hmong families were forced to 
hide in the jungle as the Pathet Lao invaded their villages from the ground while the CIA 
bombed their villages from the air. About 40,000 Lao Hmong lost their lives in the fighting. In 
1975, when the Royal Lao government fell and the United States withdrew from its northern 
Laos airfield command center, the Hmong allies were left in a desperate situation—some say 
they were abandoned to the killing fields of the Pathet Lao. Many Hmong were massacred 
outright in retaliation for the war. Others were interred in “camps” for “re-education” to the 
communist system and often they were killed or died because of the brutal conditions in the 
camps. (pp. 25–26) 
 
A later investigation by a U.S.-based human rights committee later determined that 

approximately 100,000 Hmong of an estimated population of only 350,000–400,000 lost their lives 

between 1975 and 1980 (Cha, 1996). The presence of this historicity within a picturebook is unexpected, 

though the cited passage appears in the author’s note succeeding the main narrative and could go 

unnoticed by readers. However, the narrative itself clearly described the impact of U.S. involvement—

and sudden withdrawal—on Hmong lives, as well as American control over emigration decisions:  
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The U.S. government sent staff to interview the Hmong refugees to determine who would be 
able to emigrate to America . . . in some families there were members who had to stay behind in 
Thailand, while their relatives were allowed to go to America. Many people cried. (p. 20)  
 
The scene is parallel with those documented in historical archives and conveyed some of the 

desperation of those who attempted to flee the new communist government. Yia Lee, a Hmong who 

witnessed the partial U.S. evacuation of 2,500 Hmong (out of a panic-driven crowd of 10,000) by plane 

in 1975 recalled, “Everyone cried. In those moments, there was a sense of hopelessness. No dreams for 

the future. You become like thin air” (as cited in E. Lee, 2015, p. 322). Remarkably, Cha’s story expressed 

these complex emotions for young readers, and the text’s implications of U.S. coercion, abandonment, 

selection, and rejection in characters’ lives made it clear that Hmong history is deeply intertwined with 

United States history, effectively extending the bounds of American history across national borders.  

Two texts that centered on the reign of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge took a similar stance. Half 

Spoon of Rice (Smith, 2010) was a narration of a young Cambodian boy’s experiences in the 1970s as he 

was removed from his home and marched into the countryside by the Khmer Rouge, which was bent on 

creating a communist society of peasant farmers. The story, intended for intermediate and middle-grade 

readers, detailed in a matter-of-fact way the horrors of the period, at times recalling characters’ need to 

walk over dead bodies to avoid land mines and tear apart live frogs for sustenance to curb starvation. 

Accompanied by archival photographs and background information, the peritext also described the role 

of the United States in this “secret war” in Cambodia, christened for its intentional secrecy from the 

American public, which ultimately fueled support for the Khmer Rouge.  

A Path of Stars (O’Brien, 2012) was more muted and enigmatic in its depictions of war and 

genocide, though themes of fear, grief, and desperation were felt strongly in the text. They worked to 

convey this dark period in Cambodia’s history, in which nearly one-third of the population were killed or 

died under the regime of the Khmer Rouge. Refugee activist and scholar Khatharya Um (2015) 

contended that today,  
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virtually no Cambodian is left untouched by loss in one form or another . . . the legacies of this 
historical trauma are multidimensional and transgenerational. They are reflected in the 
demographics of the refugee community and in the relational dynamics within the family. They 
bleed through temporalities and inform the identity construction of the post-genocide 
generation. (p. 118) 
 

Remarkably, these Cambodian American picturebooks20 depicted this complexity, weaving from one 

generation to the next, across national and cultural borders, and over space and time. Together, the 

stories represented Cambodian Americans in a multitude of ways, from victims of war to survivors to 

refugees and living symbols of hope. The path of emigration for characters, from Cambodia to Thai 

refugee camps to the United States, was clearly presented in all of the texts featuring Cambodian 

American protagonists; the characters’ physical journeys were clarified as well as the national, political, 

and cultural forces that influenced their moves. Additionally, despite the focus on single character 

journeys and experiences, the texts also provided representations of Cambodian American 

communities. A Path of Stars depicted a small group of Cambodian Americans in Maine celebrating the 

Cambodian New Year in a community center, while the picturebook biography The Cambodian Dancer: 

Sophany’s Gift of Hope (Reicherter, 2105) depicted a new generation of Cambodian American children in 

San Jose, California, learning Khmer dance as a way to maintain ties with Cambodian culture.  

 One text concerned a Vietnamese historical context and timeline. The Lotus Seed (Garland, 

1993) began with a present-day grandmother’s memories of the 1945 abdication of the last emperor of 

Vietnam, Vinh Thuy Nguyen, or Bảo Đại (the symbolic “Keeper of Greatness”). The narrative followed 

the grandmother’s journey from childhood to adulthood, and from living in national independence to 

civil war. Following the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, the story described the scrambling escape of 

large numbers of Vietnamese to the United States:  

As the conquering northern armies swept down, about one million Vietnamese fled by way of 
boat. They came from all walks of life—teachers, doctors, merchants, farmers, fishermen—

 
20 This analysis is also relevant for the 2 biographies featuring Cambodian Americans in the Asian American 
picturebook text set: A Song for Cambodia (Lord, 2008) and The Cambodian Dancer: Sophany’s Gift of Hope 
(Reicherter, 2015). Please see the following section on biographies for more information about these two texts.  
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leaving behind their homes, possessions, families, and friends. America became the new home 
for the majority of Vietnamese refugees. (p. 36) 
 

By denoting the occupations of those fleeing, the text reminds readers that refugee status is just one 

dimension of identity while also humanizing the crowds depicted throughout the story; consequently, 

the Vietnamese American characters are represented as individuals with livelihoods and families as well 

as new immigrants.  

 Overall, these four historical fiction texts focused on experiences in Laos, Cambodia, and 

Vietnam are an immensely critical inclusion in the Asian American picturebook corpus. Individually, the 

stories personalized these moments in history, far from U.S. soil, for young readers. Collectively, they 

illuminated the significance of transnational contexts (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) for Asian Americans, 

specifically the complex entanglement of Southeast Asia and the United States over the course of nearly 

70 years. Historian Erica Lee (2015) described the unique experiences of refugees in the United States as 

one of “contradictions and unfinished journeys,” explaining,  

On the one hand, U.S. interventions in Southeast Asia helped produce the very conditions that 
forced people to flee. On the other hand, U.S. humanitarianism made it possible for so many to 
find refuge in the United States. Sponsors and communities across the country helped the 
newcomers begin new lives in the U.S., but there were often strings attached. And not all 
Americans welcomed the refugees with open arms. (p. 315) 
 

These dialectics are communicated in the stories, though they were more clearly visible within the 

collective text set rather than an individual book. Certainly, the need for more such stories and 

experiences within children’s literature was plain and made clear the great need in scholarship to 

examine U.S. history through a more transnational lens.   

Other 

Three of the historical fiction texts varied in content and setting and were categorized as “other” 

because they did not easily fall into the previous categories. Two texts were loosely based on Asian 

enclave communities in the 1920s: Ghosts for Breakfast (Terasaki, 2002), a humorous tale of mistaken 

identity involving Japanese American farmers in California, and Henry and the Kite Dragon (Hall, 2004), a 
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tale of feuding ethnic and racial communities in New York City’s Chinatown. Although they did not 

prioritize historical events in the text of the stories, in both books, the authors included a brief note 

about the presence and importance of the ethnic community during the time. The peritextual notes 

serve as critical markers of Asian American (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) and 

experience that are lesser known to most readers.  

Ghosts for Breakfast (Terasaki, 2002) read as a silly ghost story, involving a young Japanese 

American boy and his neighbors, the “Troublesome Triplets”—Mr. Omi (“Oh, me!”), Mr. Omaye (“Oh, 

my!”), and Mr. Ono (“Oh, no!”). The unique chronological and geographical setting and other cultural 

details, however, established the historic presence of Japanese American farming communities in 

California during the 1920s. Stanley Terasaki (2002) offered further detail in an author’s note: “In the 

San Joaquin Valley, in central California, dozens of Japanese farmers established a Yamato Colony, or 

‘New Japan’” (n.p.). Henry and the Kite Dragon (Hall, 2004) followed a similar pattern; while the 

narrative is focused on a conflict between children in New York City’s Chinatown and children in the 

neighboring Little Italy, the setting provided a rare glimpse of a flourishing Asian American community in 

the Roaring 20s. The depictions of the Chinese American characters wearing knickers, suspenders, and 

newsboy caps characteristic of the time period also provided a representation of Chinese American 

acculturation, complicating the Asianizing tendencies to depict Chinese Americans during this time 

period as coolies and/or new immigrants (Museus & Iftikar, 2013).  

However, though both stories cannot be separated from their settings, the lack of direct 

information about the enclave communities still obscures the historical contextualization of these 

neighborhoods. Y. Chang (2015) contended that in enclaves, “Asian American segregation might result 

from voluntary interests, but also does so from de jure and de facto discrimination” (p. 73). In essence, 

the two texts importantly provide representations of thriving ethnic communities in American history, 

but they offer only partial and perhaps distorted depictions by not addressing the racialized factors 
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leading to the formation of these enclaves. Consequently, the texts fail to meet important elements of 

(re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), including shedding light on the “conditions that are 

necessary to foster stronger Asian American identity and consciousness” as well as “[providing] critical 

insights on the present” (p. 25).  

In contrast, the remaining text centered its narrative on a natural disaster. Based on her 

mother’s own memories of surviving the “Great Quake of San Francisco,” Earthquake (Lee, 2001) 

described the aftermath of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and subsequent fires, in which a young 

Chinese American girl and her family must evacuate the city and seek temporary shelter at “Tent City” in 

the Golden Gate Bridge Park. The story is one rarely told within children’s literature and school histories. 

The earthquake, presently considered one of the deadliest and most destructive natural disasters 

recorded in the United States, was responsible for scores of deaths, with historical records ranging from 

400 to 700 and current estimates of the death toll at over 3,000 (Britannica, 2020). Author Milly Lee 

(2001) noted in the book afterword that “the original count[s] had been taken from voter registration 

and property ownership lists, but those lists did not include women and children, Native Americans, 

African Americans, or Japanese and Chinese immigrants, because they were not allowed to vote or own 

property” (p. 36). Chinatown, which had an estimated population of 14,000, was decimated, with no 

real approximations of the incredible death toll among one of the most densely populated 

neighborhoods in San Francisco. It was the high death toll and burnt city records that eventually paved 

the way for the creation of immigration slots and paper sons (Gonzales, 2006). While Earthquake does 

not delve into these historical details aside from in the author’s note, the text described a grave Chinese 

American experience in history, thereby positioning Chinese American characters as resilient and 

longstanding Americans and simultaneously confronting notions of the forever foreigner (Tuan, 1998) 

while drawing attention to their history of denied citizenship based on racial discrimination.
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Discussion of Historical Fiction 

The corpus of Asian American historical fiction picturebooks is dominated by two broad topics: 

waves of Chinese immigration and the incarceration of Japanese Americans during WWII. The 

prevalence of these subjects within the text set is shown in Figure 9. These findings align with An’s 

(2016) examination of U.S. history standards, in which she found that “except for Japanese American 

incarceration and early Chinese immigrant experience, Asian Americans seem to have almost no place in 

the story of the United States” (p. 259). The importance of these topics within American history cannot 

be denied, and these stories work to acknowledge and legitimize the historical experiences of many 

Asian Americans. Yet, the repetition of subject matter and narrative story arcs coupled with the small 

number of books published have the unintended consequence of producing what Adichie (2009) called 

the “danger of a single story,” in which the description and history of a people become simultaneously 

aggrandized and restricted to a stereotype.  

Within the picturebooks, the “single story” representing Asian Americans in history is 

predominantly one of young male Chinese immigrants or incarcerated Japanese Americans. While these 

depictions are essential, the nuance and diversity of the remaining texts hinted at much more breadth 

and intersectionality. For example, Heroes (Mochizuki, 1995), set after WWII, showed readers that 

discrimination happened both inside and outside prison camps. It also acknowledged the historic 

contribution of the 33,000 Japanese American soldiers who served in the U.S. military and whose stories 

are untold in children’s literature. Meanwhile, the Chinese American protagonists of Nim and the War 

Effort (Lee, 1997) and Mei Ling in China City (Smith, 2008) reminded readers that Asian Americans not of 

Japanese descent also existed during WWII and that their stories and experiences are often ignored. The 

humanization of refugees as people with families, jobs, and patriotism found in The Lotus Seed (Garland, 

1993) and Dia’s Story Cloth (Cha, 1996) rouses readers to the fact that immigrants flocked to the United 

States out of hope and desperation intertwined with U.S. involvement in their home countries.  
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The combination of a limited text set dominated by a few topics (i.e., Chinese immigration and 

Japanese American internment) and a diverse remainder result in a collection that both accentuates 

how Asian American history has been ideologically constructed in picturebooks, and how much is 

invisible. While some texts actively and explicitly engage in (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013), exposing racism towards Asian Americans in history and constructing a more collective historical 

narrative that includes the voices of all Asian Americans (particularly those that include Southeast Asian 

and South Asian perspectives), there is also a stark emptiness to the text set that establishes the 

exclusion, invisibility and silencing of Asian Americans in history. While the recurrent stories of early 

Chinese immigration and Japanese American internment are examples of the racism endured by Asian 

Americans, An (2016) argued that the primary goal of educators should be the construction of more 

Asian American perspectives in order to transcend invisibility. In other words, “in the case of Asian 

Americans, there is really nothing much to deconstruct in the first place” (An, 2016, p. 268). This may be 

depressing, but the path forward is clear—there is a great need for more Asian American stories from 

diverse Asian Americans across United States history.  

While the need to expand the Asian American historical fiction genre may be explained through 

several avenues, I bring up two perspectives especially relevant to this analysis. First, the predominance 

of Chinese immigration and Japanese American internment stories in this set may be seen as examples 

of how history curricula often constrain the contributions and inclusion of People of Color to particular 

times or events (An, 2016; Wills, 1996). Classic examples from schooling include the study of Black 

Americans as either slaves or civil rights leaders and Native Americans as friends and/or foes to early 

American colonists. An (2016) contended,  

In some sense, people of color are “placed” historically in ways that keep them in their place. In 
the case of Asian Americans, [school history] standards largely keep them in the early Chinese 
immigration in the late 19th century and Japanese Americans incarceration during World War II 
. . . but not in the discussion on civil rights activism. In doing so, [school history] standards are 
more likely to reinforce than to disrupt racialization of Asian Americans as a model minority: 
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quiet, obedient, uncomplaining, and politically passive. (p. 266) 
 

The racialized strategizing of Asian American history is clearly evident within the historical fiction text 

set. There are no stories about the early Chinese American families who led educational equity 

movements by legally challenging school segregation policies,21 the long and varied history of labor 

strikes by Japanese American and Filipino American farmers,22 the many fights against racist and 

discriminatory immigration and naturalization laws,23 and  the organized activism of Asian Americans 

who marched alongside Black Americans and led anti-war movements during the 1960s and 1970s.24 

Because these stories are untold, the construction of Asian American history, including in picturebooks, 

works to uphold mechanisms of “racial triangulation” (C. Kim, 1999) that praise Asian Americans for 

docile servitude, denigrate Black Americans for protesting, and maintain a status quo of White 

supremacy.  

 Second, the scattered remainder of historical fiction, particularly those that come from 

transnational perspectives, serves as a reminder that much of Asian American history resides in older 

generations whose voices and experiences are in danger of being lost. Writer Jeffrey Thomas Leong 

(2019) observed that many Asian Americans seldom discuss historical experiences, such as immigration, 

because of the deep trauma entrenched in racialized experiences. He wrote, “There is a lot that’s 

unknown and will never be known, especially because [in] that generation, many have passed on and 

there are few remaining” (B. Yu, 2019, para. 7). Of the few stories that get told, Leong asserted, “Those 

stories are very precious” (B. Yu, 2019, para. 7). Their value is undeniably tied to the fact they reveal the 

 
21 See Kuo (1998) for more information about Supreme Court cases such as Tape v. Hurley, 1885, and Gong Lum v. 
Rice, 1927. 
22 See K. Wong (1994) and PBS (2020) for more information about Japanese and Filipino American organization of 
strikes and unions in California, and Scharlin and Villanueva (2000) and PBS (2020) for more information about 
Filipino Americans Larry Itliong and Philip Vera Cruz and their work with Cesar Chavez and the United Farm 
Workers association. 
23 See E. Lee (2015) for more information about Supreme Court cases such as U.S. v. Wong Kim Ark, 1898, and U.S. 
v. Bhagat Singh, 1923. 
24 See Maeda (2011), PBS (2020), Takaki (2008), and Uyematsu (1971) for more information about the “Yellow 
Power” and Asian American Movement.  
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unknown. In regard to Asian American history, unknown territory includes both the unspoken memories 

of prior generations as well as the ignored and suppressed contributions of Asian Americans over time. 

This absence, even in children’s literature, then maintains the unjust, inequitable representation of 

Asian Americans in United States history and underscores the importance of (re)constructive history 

that “informs[s] a progressive future for Asian Americans” (Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 25).  

Biography  

 In the following section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis of the 

texts categorized in the genre of biography. Similar to the texts in the genre of historical fiction, these 

biographical texts focused on historical contexts and the experiences of people who lived through 

significant periods in history. As such, the AsianCrit tenets of Asianization and (re)constructive history 

were most relevant to the analysis. Not only did the biographized subjects adhere to and at times 

disrupt various models of Asianization (e.g., model minority, yellow peril, women as submissive and 

oversexualized, etc.) but they also exposed and resisted racism to varying degrees. In this analysis, I 

describe how the texts constructed racialized representations of these Asian Americans in history and 

highlight how various topics and themes impacted these depictions. Following the analysis, I conclude 

with a discussion about the persistent erasure of Asian American people and contributions in 

picturebooks and the subsequent role as counterstories, or stories of oppressed people that counter 

dominant hegemonic narratives (Delgado, 1989; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Yamamoto, 1997), that these 

picturebook biographies assume.  

Among the picturebook text set, 19 titles, or approximately 5%, were biographies. The earliest 

biography in the text set was Allen Say’s Music for Alice, published in 2004. There has been a steady rate 

of publication in the years following, with more than half of the biographies published within the last 5 

years, suggesting a rising interest in Asian American picturebook biographies. 
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Nearly all of the biographies focused on influential Asian Americans in U.S. history from a variety 

of trades and occupational areas including sports, food service, architecture, science, and art. There was 

one exception, Write to Me: Letters from Japanese American Children to the Librarian They Left Behind 

(Grady, 2017), the story of Clara Breed, a White woman and children’s librarian, who exchanged letters 

and postcards with her Japanese American patrons in internment camps during WWII. Noticeably, most 

of these biographies were of East Asian individuals; there were only three exceptions including the 

aforementioned Clara Breed, Cambodian American Arn Chorn Pond, and Cambodian American Sophany 

Bay. Overall, the necessity of a (re)constructive history for Asian Americans (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) is 

obvious as there is a conspicuous void of the stories and contributions of South Asian Americans and 

Southeast Asian Americans. This was evident in the biography genre but is true of children’s literature 

more broadly as well (see chapter 6 for more analysis of racial/heritage representations).  

Nearly all of the biographies focused on the lives or significant experiences of people in the 20th 

century, and a majority centered on the decades between 1940 and 1960, in large part due to the 

historically significant events of this time, including WWII and the years immediately following. The 

subjects of biographies included both famous and lesser-known Asian Americans. A list of the 

biographies, subjects, and areas of influence is shown in Table 5.3, and a list of the titles may also be 

found in Appendix E.  

Table 5.3 
   
Asian American Picturebook Biographies, 1993–2018 
   

Title Subject  Areas of Influence 

Music for Alice (Say, 2004) Alice Sumida Agriculture, Dance 

Sixteen Years (Yoo, 2005) Sammy Lee Sports, Diving 

Be Water, My Friend (Mochizuki, 2006) Bruce Lee Martial Arts, Film  

Hiromi's Hands (Barasch, 2007) Hiromi Suzuki Food 

A Song for Cambodia (Lord, 2008) Arn Chorn-Pond Music, Human Rights 
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Honda (Weston, 2008) Soichiro Honda Auto Industry, Business 

Shining Star (Yoo, 2009) Anna May Wong Film  

The East-West House (Hale, 2009) Isamu Noguchi Architect, Arts, Design 

Barbed Wire Baseball (Moss, 2013)  "Zeni" Zenimura Sports, Baseball 

The Cambodian Dancer (Reicherter, 2015) Sophany Bay Dance, Human Rights 

Mountain Chef (Pimental, 2016) Tie Sing Cooking/Food 

Shark Lady (Keating, 2016) Eugenie Clark Biology, Diving 

Swimming with Sharks (Lang, 2016) Eugenie Clark Biology, Diving 

Chef Roy Choi (Martin & Lee, 2017) Roy Choi Food, Activism 

Dumpling Dreams (Clickard, 2017) Joyce Chen Cooking/Food 

Maya Lin (Harvey, 2017) Maya Lin Architect, Arts, Design 

Write to Me (Grady, 2017) Clara Breed History, Activism 

Ruth Asawa (Schoettler, 2018) Ruth Asawa Sculpting, Arts 

Thirty Minutes Over (Nobleman, 2018) Nobua Fujita History, Political Relations 

Note. Book titles may be abbreviated   

Famous Asian Americans 

The majority of the picturebook biographies were about celebrated Asian Americans in history 

and detailed either a significant period of their lives or the significance of their achievements or 

contributions to American history or society. Many of these narratives were set during or immediately 

after WWII; in particular, they described key post-war periods and conditions that increasingly 

encouraged decolonization and equitable rights movements, which allowed for more opportunities for 

Asian Americans (E. Lee, 2015). As a result, several of the subjects of the biographies were individuals 

known to be the “first” or one of the first influential Asian Americans in their field.  

For example, the biographies focused on some of the earliest Asian American film stars, 

including Anna May Wong, a Chinese American actress widely considered the first female Asian 

American Hollywood movie star, and Bruce Lee, a Hong Kong American martial artist and pop culture 

icon. Early and influential Asian American artists and designers such as urban architect Maya Lin, 

sculptor Ruth Asawa, and landscape architect and manufacturer Isamu Noguchi were also biographized. 
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Two biographies also focused on sports, spotlighting Kenichi Zenimura, popularly recognized as the 

“Father of Japanese American Baseball,” and Sammy Lee, a Korean American who was the first Asian 

American man to win a gold medal for the United States in the Olympics. Other pioneers in their fields 

were also narrativized in this text set; consequently, the majority of these picturebook biographies 

worked to transcend the invisibility of seminal Asian American breakthroughs and contributions to 

American society in common teachings of (revisionist) U.S. history (E. Lee, 2015; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; 

Zia, 2000). 

Importantly, several books shed light on and exposed the racist and discriminatory practices 

that hindered success and achievement for these famous Asian Americans. For example, Sixteen Years in 

Sixteen Seconds (Yoo, 2015) focused on the formative years of diver Sammy Lee, the first Asian 

American male Olympic gold medalist, and described the discriminatory practices he faced, as well as 

the humiliation and shame he endured, as a Korean American. The story began with a stark pencil 

drawing of a 12-year-old Lee hanging onto a chain-link fence watching White children play in a public 

pool. The text clarified People of Color were only permitted in the pool on Wednesdays, before the 

pools were drained and filled with fresh water for the week. Even after catching the eye of a renowned 

diving instructor, Lee was not permitted to access the pool regularly. 

 The text described another pivotal moment in the athlete’s life, when he was denied entrance 

to his own school prom: “That injustice angered Sammy. How could his father insist that Sammy could 

achieve anything in America when he wasn’t even allowed to attend his own prom?” (n.p.). Author 

Paula Yoo was direct in her description and naming of institutionalized racist practices, which is a key 

element of Asianization, as it moves beyond stereotyping models of racialization to describe how these 

notions then affect laws and policies that impact Asian American identities and experiences in U.S. 

society (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). In regard to Sammy Lee, the descriptions of exclusion in public spaces 

and lack of access to various resources provided an important historical context for Lee’s achievements. 
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It not only highlighted Lee’s exceptional skills and laudable triumphs but also recognized his Korean 

American identity and how it required Lee to overcome obstacles that were not present for his White 

peers. 

This was characteristic of other biographies as well. In Be Water, My Friend: The Early Years of 

Bruce Lee (Mochizuki, 2006), the author noted in an epilogue, “Bruce still wanted to act, but the 

message from Hollywood was always the same . . . a Chinese person could never be a star in America” 

(n.p.). Lee eventually returned to Hong Kong and began to star in and produce his own films, achieving 

mass success. Author Ken Mochizuki wrote, “Only by becoming a star in Asia did he get to play the lead 

in an American film” (n.p.). By contrasting public treatment and dominant norms in the United States 

and in Hong Kong, the text not only told the story of one person, but also the American history of racism 

and discrimination against Asians. 

 Another notable example of this was found in Shining Star: The Anna May Wong Story (Yoo, 

2009), which described the life story of Chinese American Anna May Wong, one of the first Asian 

American screen stars. The text noted that while Wong began to win parts and roles in an increasing 

number of films, she was typecast in stereotypical tropes of Asianization, particularly for women, such 

as a sexualized “China doll” and/or mystic “Dragon Lady.” The text also described the practice of 

portraying Asian characters in “yellowface” and Wong’s emotive response: “Her father had always told 

her to be proud of her race, but the ugly [yellowface] made her feel ashamed” (n.p.). In response, Wong, 

like Bruce Lee, left the United States to find more equitable professional opportunities. The physical 

departures of Asian Americans noted in these texts and a few others, underscored the dehumanizing 

reality they faced on American soil; concurrently, their noted returns to the United States provided 

evidence of their resisting discrimination and their desire to advocate change (Rattigan, 2009).  

Themes of resistance and change were prominent in many of the biographies, with various 

depictions of acculturation, resistance and adherence to stereotypes, and crusades for civil rights. 
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Largely, these themes and depictions established both the normalization and intercentricity of race and 

racism in people’s daily lives while also presenting challenges to dominant ideologies, particularly of 

equal opportunity (Calmore, 1992; Solórzano, 1998). The range of experiences represented provide 

nuance and depth to the understanding of the Asian American experience and the complex and dynamic 

aspects of public perception. 

For example, Dumpling Dreams: How Joyce Chen Brought the Dumpling from Beijing to 

Cambridge (Clickard, 2017) told of Joyce Chen, one of the first and most prominent Chinese American 

chefs, restauranteurs, and TV cooking personalities. The story stated that, after the opening of Chen’s 

first Chinese restaurant in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the late 1950s, customers were not interested 

in the dumplings: “No one tries her favorite treat / Chop Suey’s all they want to eat” (n.p.). Though the 

book does not delve further into food history, it significantly alluded to how food, culture, and 

assimilation are intertwined.  

The highlighting of chop suey as the food that Chen’s White patrons wanted is interesting since 

it did not originate in China. Most stories about the humble dish’s beginnings place it in California. In the 

most popular legend, a Chinese American diplomat inadvertently created the dish when he hosted 

Americans for dinner and did not want to run the “risk [of] preparing authentic Chinese food” (Sterling, 

2017, para. 1). In another story, a Chinese American chef at a mining camp created the dish on a whim 

after finding himself short on his usual ingredients (Wan, 2020, para. 3). In both stories, chop suey is 

described as a dish created for American, not Chinese, palates and one that was created to mimic 

Chinese flavors and preparations while falling short of being authentic. McCann (2019) referred to this 

as the “cultural appropriation of food,” in which food is racialized as inadequate in its original cultural 

form but palatable when altered by dominant norms or contexts. This pattern is evident in the 

biography when Chen rebranded her dumplings as a Westernized normative food, specifically “Peking 

ravioli,” to appeal to her White customers. The text included an illustration of a piece of note paper on 
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which Chen has jotted down other ideas for rebranding— “Chinese gnocchi” and “Shanghai pockets” are 

crossed out. That Asianized notions of suspicion and foreignness were attributed to Chinese and Asian 

products is a clear implication, as is the simultaneous acceptance of Whiteness. This is especially 

apparent considering gnocchi and ravioli are both foreign food products and terms from Italy but are 

nonetheless considered as possible and positive American substitutions. 

Chef Roy Choi and the Street Food Re-Mix (Martin & Lee, 2017) was another title to entangle 

food, acculturation, and identity. This biography of Roy Choi, a Korean American food truck owner 

popularly recognized for his Korean Mexican fusion tacos made with Korean BBQ beef, or bulgogi, was 

one of very few books to feature someone who had risen to fame within the last 10 years. Accordingly, 

issues such as identity politics, appropriation of food, and inclusion brought up by the text were more 

reflective of current discourses of resistance and advocacy. In particular, it was clear in the text that 

“food is inherently political” (McCann, 2019) and tied to culture, tradition, and profit.  

The narrative focused on the contrast between Choi’s upbringing in Los Angeles and his Korean 

heritage and used repetition of the words “re-mix” and “mixed-up” to emphasize Choi’s bicultural 

identity as a Korean American as well as his signature food dishes. For example, a verse noted, “Remix 

the tastes he loved / on the streets that were his home” (n.p.), in essence pairing his affinity for Korean 

and Mexican foods with a physical location—Los Angeles, and more largely, the United States. As a 

result, the biography validated Choi’s bicultural heritage and advocated a more globalized identity, in 

which a boy, born in Korea and raised in the United States, could be known for making tacos and serving 

a diverse community. This was evident in the text, which described Choi’s food as “Los Angeles on a 

plate” (n.p.). However, the text unfortunately failed to explore how Choi’s mashups could be seen as 

appropriation of Mexican cuisine for his own profit. There is a long tradition among food culture in 

which “people outside of certain ethnic groups [are given] the authority on that group’s food” (Hadadi, 

2020). As Choi’s “kogi tacos” may be defended as both Korean food and Mexican food equally, the 
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failure to mention the issue of who can and should make and profit from ethnic food was a missed 

opportunity. However, it is also worth noting that Choi, after achieving national fame and success from 

his food trucks, turned his next ventures into local pop-up restaurants that served low-income 

communities in the city. The picturebook’s telling of Choi’s advocacy work extended his 

accomplishments by describing how his food and work were used to support Choi’s local communities, 

which likely included the Mexican American communities he grew up alongside.  

The attention paid to issues of racism, discrimination, acculturation, and advocacy in the 

biography set served to highlight the various obstacles and challenges that these celebrated Asian 

Americans faced and overcame. In turn, this made it hard to ignore the fact that the books were not just 

about famous people in history but Asian Americans. For the most part, the subjects of the biographies 

were portrayed biculturally with rich detail regarding their heritage upbringings and cultural experiences 

that influenced their later accomplishments and legacies. For example, the biography of Joyce Chen 

began with Chen as a child making dumplings and other Chinese foods with her father, and the 

biography of Maya Lin described her mother and father’s artistic and open mindset to parenting by 

evoking rebellion against Communism. However, there were two exceptions within the text set in which 

the subject’s Asian heritage was minimized.  

Two separate biographies of scientist Eugenie Clark, both coincidentally published in 2016, 

focused on Clark’s life without dwelling on her cultural identity. Clark, popularly known as “The Shark 

Lady,” was remembered in the texts for her pioneering research on shark behavior and scuba diving. Her 

biracial heritage—Clark’s father, who died when she was a toddler, was White, and her mother was 

Japanese and later remarried a Japanese man—is acknowledged in both texts but not given narrative 

prominence. In Shark Lady: The True Story of How Eugenie Clark Became the Ocean’s Most Fearless 

Scientist (Keating, 2016), her Asian American identity is noted in a timeline at the end of the book, and in 

Swimming with Sharks: The Daring Discoveries of Eugenie Clark (Lang, 2016), her heritage is recognized 
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in an author’s note but is omitted from the main text. The biographies instead both concentrated on 

Clark’s gender and the discrimination she faced as a woman in a field dominated by men. Though this is 

an important perspective, AsianCrit’s tenet of intersectionality contends that various and multiple 

systems of oppression “intersect to mutually shape the conditions within which Asian Americans exist” 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 26).The lack of discussion and general omission of Clark’s mixed cultural 

identity in both books is an unfortunate missed opportunity, particularly as Clark oft attributed her 

passions to an ocean-focused Japanese culture and recounted the discriminatory practices she faced as 

a biracial Asian woman in real-life interviews (Stone, 2015).  

 “Ordinary Americans” 

 Though the majority of the picturebook biographies focused on recognizable Asian Americans in 

U.S. history, there were several texts that focused on lesser-known individuals. Galda et al. (2017) 

observed that many biographies “are about ‘ordinary’ people who do extraordinary things” (p. 16). 

Accordingly, some texts spotlighted these ordinary people who nonetheless influenced American history 

or society.  

A striking example is Annette Bay Pimental’s (2016) biography of Tie Sing, a Chinese American 

man who, in 1915, was tasked with feeding a 30-man expedition into the wilderness of the Sierra 

Nevada. Despite major setbacks and the hardships of cooking in the wild, Sing nourished the team of 

explorers and is recognized for his role in helping establish the National Park Service. Pimental 

succeeded in “bringing the spotlight to a man exemplifying the many unsung Chinese who helped bring 

Yosemite into existence, whether by swinging pickaxes to break up rocks through the winter to build 

Tioga Road, or by manning the kitchens of the park’s finest hotels” (Hua, 2017, para. 12). The text also 

provided important historic contextualization for Sing and other Chinese immigrants, who were pushed 

into food labor due to racist national dialogues regarding employment and excluded from work.  
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The narrative explained, “America was a tough place to be Chinese” (p. 3) and described some 

of the discrimination faced by Sing and other Chinese immigrants. In an interview, food historian 

Jennifer Lee stated this more bluntly: 

When the Chinese first came to American shores, they just took normal labor jobs. It was 
agriculture, mining, railroads, factories . . . The main problem was the Americans wanted these 
jobs—and these Chinese people were willing to work at a fraction of the price. So there was this 
huge backlash against Chinese with immense violence. There were shootings and lynchings. So 
the Chinese clustered around two industries—there were laundries and restaurants. These are 
both women’s work, so they’re not as threatening to American men. (Cotner & Del Deo, 2018) 
 

Considering that Chinese and Chinese Americans are stereotyped as restaurant and laundry workers and 

are frequently represented as such throughout the picturebooks, it is necessary to understand how 

racism built and buoyed these representations. Ultimately, these explanations were largely absent 

within the text set, resulting in many stories that upheld stereotypes without educating the reader on 

their origins.  

The contextualization of characters was an important factor in the other books that spotlighted 

ordinary Americans. In these cases, figures were memorialized precisely because their life stories were 

documentation of what life was like in a specific historical or societal context. Two texts were individual 

survival stories from the Cambodian genocide of the 1970s: A Song for Cambodia (Lord, 2008) and The 

Cambodian Dancer: Sophany’s Gift of Hope (Reicherter, 2015). These texts, biographizing Arn Chorn 

Pond and Sophany Bay, respectively, are the accounts of two Cambodian children’s experiences during 

the reign of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge, and their eventual immigration to the United States. Their 

transnational life stories are representative of hundreds of thousands, even millions, of Cambodian lives 

during this historic period, but they also draw attention to the unique contributions of these two 

individuals. Lord’s text highlighted Pond’s humanitarian work in the 1980s and 1990s as he founded the 

Children of War organization to teach American teens about the realities of war and returned to 

Cambodia to revive traditional arts and music. Reicherter’s text described Bay’s work as an adult 

counseling Cambodian refugees as well as her founding of a school to encourage traditional dance forms 
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among Cambodian American children. These biographies join the two other historical fiction texts, Half 

Spoon of Rice (Smith, 2010) and A Path of Stars (O’Brien, 2012), as the sole representations within the 

Asian American picturebook text set of this tragic and monumental period in history.  

Two books provided historic contextualization of Japanese and Japanese Americans during 

WWII and the years following. In these texts, characters navigated Asianized constructions of their 

identity traversing from yellow peril to model minority in different variations, illustrating how Asianized 

tropes are fluid and move from one to the other depending on what benefits the status quo at the time. 

Music for Alice (Say, 2004) is a biography of Alice Sumida, a Japanese American woman who, alongside 

her husband, was detained at an internment camp before laboring at a sugar beet farm in Oregon to 

avoid further incarceration. Eventually, Sumida and her husband established the largest gladiola bulb 

farm in the country, though the story saved her biggest triumph for much further in her timeline, as she 

became an international ballroom dancer in her late 80s. Sumida and other Japanese American 

characters are incarcerated due to their construction as threats of yellow peril, but this is overshadowed 

by Sumida’s later successes in farming and ballroom dancing. Thus, Sumida becomes a model minority, 

or one who has moved past her traumatic experiences during WWII to achieve renown in various 

capacities.  

The second text, Thirty Minutes Over Oregon: A Japanese Pilot’s World War II Story (Nobleman, 

2018), is a biography of Nobuo Fujita, a Japanese pilot who dropped bombs–to little damage or effect– 

over the town of Brookings, Oregon during WWII and then returned to formally apologize 20 years later. 

In this text, Fujita played multiple roles. Initially, as a Japanese pilot, he is considered a threat and 

enemy. Notably, the text also humanized Fujita and complicated his construction as a yellow peril when 

a White American WWII veteran defended his wartime actions saying, “He was doing a job and we were 

doing a job” (n.p.). However, the majority of the text attended to Fujita’s later remorse for his actions 

and his search for forgiveness, and Fujita is enveloped in the model minority ideal. Half of the text is 
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dedicated to Fujita’s efforts at reconciliation, including his donating money to the town’s library, hosting 

U.S. exchange students, planting trees, and, following his death, the spreading his ashes in Brookings. 

Fujita is held up as simultaneously noble and heroic for his valuing of peace, but it must also be 

acknowledged that his peace-keeping required submission to and exoneration from the United States.  

The final biography in this category, Hiromi’s Hands (Barasch, 2007), focused on a Japanese 

American in a more contemporary setting. Based on the true story of the author’s childhood friend, the 

narrative followed Hiromi Suzuki, a 2nd generation Japanese American girl who became one of New 

York City’s first female sushi chefs. Overall, while the narratives are focused on “ordinary Americans,” 

the books themselves carve out further recognition for those nameless Asian Americans and 

demonstrate how they have impacted U.S. history and society in significant ways. 

Discussion of Biography 

 As I analyzed this text set, I recalled a conversation I had over 10 years ago with a small group of 

teachers, of whom I was the only Asian American. We were planning a school-wide presentation for 

Asian Pacific American Heritage month, and I suggested we highlight some notable Asian Americans 

from history, and my colleagues embraced the idea. Almost immediately, however, we became stumped 

as to who to feature. I suggested Jerry Yang, the Taiwanese American tech entrepreneur and cofounder 

of Yahoo, and YoYo Ma, the famed Chinese American cellist. Both suggestions were met with surprise, 

as my colleagues had not heard of either. Nobody had further recommendations. In the final assembly, I 

briefly spotlighted these two figures, then the children were shown a generic video “celebrating” APA 

month.  

 At the time, I felt embarrassed that I, a Korean American, could not think of any other famous 

Asian Americans to highlight. I remember thinking of Bruce Lee but not voicing my thoughts because I 

was afraid to perpetuate the stereotype of Asians as kung fu fighters or mystical martial artists, 

especially if there were so few representations to share. I recall the personal shame I felt about Asian 
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Americans apparently not having influenced history or achieved anything notable. Now, I consider that 

the other teachers, who were both White and Black, also had no suggestions. All of us, elementary 

teachers who had been born in the United States and attended public schools, could not name more 

than two or three Asian Americans from our country’s history. This occurred in 2007, and at that time, 

only four of the biographies in this text set had been published. A little over a decade later, there are 

more published biographies, but I question if the conversation would be different today, with another 

group of elementary school educators. 

Clearly, the reality for most students in the United States, both past and present, is that little to 

no recognition is given to Asian American people, history, and influence. In her autobiography, Korean 

American Cathy Park Hong (2020) described the insidiousness of erasure: 

The problem with silence is that it can’t speak up and say why it’s silent. And so silence collects, 
becomes amplified, takes on a life outside our intentions, in that silence can get misread as 
indifference or avoidance, or even shame, and eventually this silence passes over into 
forgetting. (p. 165) 
 

It is remarkable how Asian Americans in American history have cyclically met this fate, our Asian 

American inventors, leaders, revolutionaries, and entrepreneurs tossed aside due to bigotry, bias, 

indifference, and shame, and finally evaporated into thin air.  

 More recently, we have seen cracks in this façade, as the picturebook biographies demonstrate. 

Young and Miner (2015) contended, “Unlike textbooks, which may concentrate on the dominant 

perspective of historic people, places and events, biographies can be used to bring in multiple 

perspectives, marginalized voices, and civic engagement opportunities that are often overlooked” (p. 

314). This is largely true within the biography text set, as it presents (re)constructive histories (Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013) and amplifies the experiences of the specific people highlighted within the text. 

Importantly, the biographies also emphasize how Asian Americans’ experiences so often unfold in 

contrast to and in spite of the experiences of the dominant group. For example, in Sixteen Years and 
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Sixteen Seconds, the narrative described how Sammy Lee’s Asian identity prevented him from having 

equal opportunities:  

Because Sammy could only use the local pool one day a week, Coach Ryan had him dig a giant 
hole in the coach’s backyard. They filled this pit with sand and installed a diving board above it. 
Sammy trained every day in that sandpit. (Yoo, 2005, p. 13) 
 

Lee’s experiences reveal his personal dedication and commitment to diving but also remind the reader 

that Asians and Asian Americans were also People of Color in the 1930s and therefore were not allowed 

in public pools (and buses, schools, and so forth). In essence, Yoo’s biography is a reminder that Asian 

Americans existed, and that Asian Americans are not only denied seats at the table because they are 

unwelcome but because they have been quite literally forgotten.  

 As a result, these picturebook biographies of Asian Americans act as counterstories, stories that 

recognize the voices and experiences that have been historically marginalized in academic and social 

spaces (Delgado, 1989; Yamamoto, 1997). As such, they not only recognize Asian American peoples and 

experiences, but also  

offer marginalized communities examples of alternative forms of survival and resistance that 
Anglo or Western-Euro-centric myths may not acknowledge. Providing survivor models and 
resistance to racism shows readers the complexity of identity during different time periods and 
validates marginalized experiences. (Couzelis, 2014, p. 16) 
 

These survivor models include the flight and return of Asian Americans, such as Bruce Lee and Anna May 

Wong, who sought to leave and then reform the racist systems that oppressed them; the profound 

endurance of incarcerated persons, such as Alice Sumida and “Zeni” Zenimura; the circumvention of 

racist policies and structures by Tie Sing, Joyce Chen, and Sammy Lee; and the long-term activism of 

Sophany Bay, Arn Chorn Pond, Roy Choi, and Maya Lin. The texts remind us that Asian Americans, in 

their diversity, have been present throughout history and influenced American society, culture, art, and 

academia.  

 That is not to say that all the texts were exemplary or did not suffer from the plights of 

biographies in general, namely, authorial bias, lack of source notes, and partiality (Morgan, 2009; 
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Zarnowski, 2019). The lack of integration of Eugenie Clark’s Japanese heritage in the two biographies are 

clear examples of continued Asian American erasure. In addition, other texts failed to engage dialogue 

or perspectives that may have nuanced the presentation of their biographical subjects, and still others 

promoted harmful representations of their own Asian American subjects.  

For example, Hiromi’s Hands (Barasch, 2007) is an account of Hiromi Suzuki, one of NYC’s first 

female sushi chefs. In the story, Hiromi is described as a “sturdy, happy little girl” (n.p.) who began 

begging her father for permission to join him at his sushi restaurant from age 8. She officially began 

apprenticing with him at age 13, and the story spanned several more years as Hiromi trained meekly and 

diligently under her father. In an interview (Balaguer-Mercado, 2012), however, the real-life Hiromi 

Suzuki presented much differently than in the story. Dressed in black and chain-smoking, she described 

herself as a high school dropout who only began accompanying her father at his restaurant after he 

offered to pay her. Her favorite pastimes were drinking with her friends, sleeping, and pursuing interests 

in astronomy, anthropology, and literature.  

In real life, Suzuki confronts and complicates the myth of the model minority while the textual 

construction of her adhered more tightly. Lynne Barasch, who is both the author and illustrator of the 

book, also included Japanese characters throughout the text but noted that “the representations of 

Japanese writing in the book are for illustrative purposes only and should not be considered as actual 

words to be read. Any words that my appear were created by coincidence” (n.p.). This use of Japanese 

as illustration, apart from meaning, is further evidence of the author’s construction of not just Suzuki’s 

life but of Asian and Asian American culture through a dominant, or White, lens. Accordingly, it is fair to 

ask if stories such as these truly represent counterstories for Asian Americans, or if they represent 

further storying in which the reality of Asian American lives and experiences are ignored and 

reconstructed in ways more palatable to dominant perspectives. As Bow (1997) dryly noted, “In regard 

to gaining knowledge of Asians and Asian Americans, an even safer method [that protects the status 
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quo] has been devised: reading texts not produced by those ‘Others’ . . . [in that way] we can bring Asia 

home without the complication of Asians” (p. 218). 

  Consequently, the dilemmas of Asian American picturebook biographies were chiefly found to 

be in two areas. First, despite the increase in publication within the last 5 years, it is clear there are still 

too few picturebooks about real Asian Americans. To transcend the invisibility (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) 

of Asian Americans in American history, it is necessary to acknowledge, tell of, and read about more 

Asian Americans. In particular, the stories of Asian Americans who engaged in civil and human rights 

activism, such as Wong Kim Ark, Larry Itliong, Ibrahim Chowdry, Patsy Mink, and Fred Korematsu, are 

needed, as they reject the racialized and long-standing portrayals of Asian Americans as passive and 

compliant. Second, the construction of the biography itself must be examined if it is to progress Asian 

American visibility and recognition rather than hinder it. As Marcus (1980) pointed out,  

The mere choice of subjects formerly overlooked or undervalued does not of course guarantee 
the merit of a book. Fine biography like fine art of other kinds is not made of good intentions. 
The biographer’s task is life drawing in which the comic sense, fantasy, and common sense have 
a part; and in which the reader, looking at once into the past and at the future, confronts not a 
monument world but an ordinary world of plausible human characters who at times deserve our 
praise. (p. 29) 
 

This task is not easy for any biographer but is of critical importance for those chronicling Asian American 

lives. That is because they not only shed light on people and experiences but reclaim them in a space 

where they are not typically found. The stories must enhance the humanity and realness of Asian 

Americans to an audience that has likely not noticed their absence.  

Fantasy 

 In the following section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis of the 

texts categorized in the genre of fantasy. In the analysis, I describe how patterns in content and theme 

relate to how race and racism pervade the genre and highlight key texts that may be recognized as 

counterstories (Delgado, 1989), or valuable stories by oppressed peoples that counter dominant 

narratives, particularly through their experiential knowledge. AsianCrit, which builds on CRT and 
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provides a conceptual framework for CRT’s relevance to Asian Americans (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), 

specifies in its tenet of story, theory, and praxis that “counterstories, theoretical work, and practice are 

important inextricably intertwined elements in the analysis of Asian American experiences and advocacy 

for Asian American people” (Museus & Iftikar, 2013, p. 27). My analysis and the subsequent discussion 

demonstrate how these three elements intersect to affect the storying of Asian Americans in the fantasy 

genre and highlights important considerations for future storytelling in this genre.  

Fantasy literature may be defined as “imaginative literature distinguished by characters, places, 

or events that could not happen in the real world” (Galda et al., 2017, p. 15). Indeed, McGowen (2008) 

remarked that “the idea that the magical can happen in the midst of the ordinary is fantastic” (para. 1). 

Overall, 30 titles, or 8.5% of the picturebook text set, were identified in this category (a list of these 

titles may be found in Appendix F). Though the fantasy picturebooks in this category were published 

over the entire span of time studied, my analysis revealed that 17 titles, representing more than half of 

the fantasy texts, were published only recently, within the last 5 years counted in the study. Prior to 

2014, there were 13 fantasy texts; however, 6 of these texts were part of 2 series with recurring 

characters.25 Both the timeline of publication and the marginality of books in this category suggest a lack 

of imagining for Asian American characters and stories, particularly in consideration to the genre they 

are most frequently found in (i.e., realistic fiction). By and large, the fantasy picturebooks published in 

the last 5 years represented a wider range of authors, stories, and themes. This recent and increased 

offering suggests there is a growing number of Asian American characters in more fantastic and 

imaginative roles, though they represent only a small portion of the overall picturebook text set.  

Within the titles in this genre text set, several recognizable conventions of fantasy emerged, 

including the “otherworldly” transportation of characters to strange new lands, the presence of magic, 

 
25 This included three Shaoey and Dot stories by the husband-and-wife team of Mary Beth and Steven Curtis 
Chapman and three of the Zen stories by Jon Muth, featuring the meditative giant panda, Stillwater. 
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and impossible occurrences (Temple et al., 2018). Though traditional literature was not included in this 

picturebook analysis, a few of the fantasy books drew from elements of traditional literature. For 

example, The Princess and the Pit Stop (Angleberger, 2018) featured a fierce princess race car driver and 

other fairy-tale characters, and Where’s Halmoni? (Kim, 2017) and A Big Mooncake for Little Star (Lin, 

2018) both took inspiration from folk tales. However, most books were categorized as fantasy due to the 

presence of anthropomorphic animals or creatures.   

To this point, 17 of the 30 fantasy books used animals as their primary convention, or marker, of 

fantasy. In most of these texts, the animals or creatures served as main characters alongside human 

protagonists to perform a variety of purposes. In some stories, creatures acted as narrators. For 

example, in the 3-part Shaoey and Dot texts by Mary Beth and Steven Curtis Chapman, a little ladybug 

named Dot befriended a Chinese infant named Shaoey as she is adopted into a White American family 

and learned American traditions. As the narrator, Dot provided a nearly literal “fly-on-the-wall” 

perspective of the Shaoey’s adoption from a Chinese orphanage. In other stories, the animal characters 

served to teach the human protagonists a cultural or moral lesson. For example, in five related texts by 

Jon Muth, a “Zen” panda taught his human neighbors about Zen philosophies using cultural stories, 

haikus, and other art forms. In these texts, the animals and creatures fulfilled the important function of 

transmitting cultural or heritage knowledge to the other characters in the story as well as to the reader. 

Predominantly, these texts internalized dominant and hegemonic perspectives as they used fantastical 

characters to narrate the Other to an implied (White) audience (Said, 1979). 

However, in a few texts, the cultural and fantastical figurehead legitimized cultural and 

experiential knowledge of Asian Americans thereby creating a counterstory (Delgado, 1989). For 

example, in Lakas and the Manilatown Fish (Robles, 2003), a young Filipino American boy met a fish that 

chased him through Manilatown in San Francisco, providing a tour of important streets and landmarks in 

the process. The text is bilingual, incorporating both English and Tagalog, and presented Manilatown as 
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an old, and well-established American neighborhood. Effectually, the text challenged Asianized 

perspectives of Filipino Americans as foreign (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) as well as dominant ideologies of 

race neutrality (Calmore, 1992; Solórzano, 1989), as it flaunted cultural and linguistic difference.   

The more recent publications, however, utilize talking animals to inject a sense of silliness or 

imagination into the narrative. In these stories, animals and creatures were not representative of any 

specific culture or heritage. This was seen in texts such as Where Are My Books? (Ohi, 2015), Let Me 

Finish! (Le, 2016), and The Fintastic Fishsitter (O’Hara, 2016), in which the human characters’ heritage 

identities were either unknown or not prioritized in the text and the fantastical aspects of the narrative 

were more essential than the cultural aspects. For example, in The Fintastic Fishsitter, the protagonist 

was an Indian American girl who pet-sat a zombie goldfish. The dominant storyline concerned the 

monstrous creature, and the protagonist’s cultural identity did not influence the storyline, though the 

text certainly provided a visible depiction of a South Asian American in a playful role that is atypical 

within the greater picturebook text set. As such, these stories that present Asian American protagonists 

in outrageous and fantastical storylines are a significant inclusion in this genre, primarily because they 

defy racialized expectations of who starring characters in fantastical stories can be.  

Nonetheless, aside from these inclusions, the books in this category lacked many motifs typically 

present within the fantasy genre. Themes such as heroism and magical transformation and plot lines 

involving quests, the supernatural, and the use of magical objects were not found in the Asian American 

picturebook text set, though they are omnipresent in fantasy picturebooks featuring White characters. 

There was also a dearth of representation of Asian Americans in roles common in fantasy literature, 

such as kings and queens, sorcerers and witches, and superheroes and villains. The effect of this absence 

is amplified when considering the frequency of Asian Americans in stereotypical depictions as adoptees, 

cooks, and grandparents. Such considerations paint broad differences between fantasy featuring Asian 

Americans and fantasy featuring dominant (White) peoples and provide further evidence of CRT’s 
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assertion that racism is endemic and embedded in every fiber of U.S. society (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001), including children’s picturebooks.  

It may be asked, can such character roles and fantasy conventions be expected or present in 

bicultural children’s literature? After all, fairy tale characters are not necessarily American or have 

modern-day nationalities. However, a few texts demonstrated the possibility and exceptionality of 

fantasy counterstories (Delgado, 1989) featuring bicultural Asian American protagonists. Two texts were 

notable for including multiple elements of fantasy while also featuring Asian American characters. 

Where’s Halmoni? (Kim, 2017) was a remarkable book that featured Korean American characters 

embarking on a strange journey and meeting mystical and fantastical creatures while also incorporating 

clear cultural content. In the story, two siblings went to their grandmother’s house after school, only to 

find her missing. They followed clues that led them into a painting that served as a portal to a Korean 

folk world. There, they searched for their grandmother while encountering dokkaebis (goblins), eating 

Korean and American snacks, and speaking in both Korean and English.  

Another extraordinary example of a bicultural fantasy counterstory (Delgado, 1989) was A Big 

Mooncake for Little Star (Lin, 2018), winner of the 2019 Caldecott Honor Award. In this story, a little girl 

and her mother, who live in the sky, baked mooncakes together. The girl, Little Star, was sorely tempted 

to taste the big mooncake they had baked and continually sneaked nibbles, which ultimately provided 

an origin story for the phases of the moon. This tale was clear in its cultural depictions of Little Star and 

her mother as biculturally Asian American, most likely Chinese American, though they live in the sky. 

Their cultural identities are also evident visible and normalized throughout the main storyline as the 

mother and daughter bake mooncakes, a traditional Chinese treat, and in its visual depictions of the 

characters, who have East Asian racial markers (e.g., dark straight hair, skin tone) in combination with 

details evoking an American heritage (e.g., measuring cups for baking, matching pajama sets, a well-

worn stuffed bunny). 
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Moreover, Chinese American26 author Grace Lin has spoken about her motivations in creating 

the story. In an interview with her publisher, Lin recalled taking her young daughter to an art exhibit of 

one of her favorite book creators, Robert McCloskey. She described how, near the end of their visit, she 

looked up to see the title of the exhibit: “Americana on Display.” Lin described a “sickening feeling” 

washing over her as she “realized that we were not part of the Americana” (LB School, 2018) because 

the Americana that was depicted was assumed to be White. Consequently, Lin came up with the idea for 

A Big Mooncake for Little Star, imagining her Asian American daughter in the titular role as an “All 

American girl” and as part of the American folklore canon. Accordingly, the tale may be understood as a 

counterstory (Delgado, 1989), and a challenge to the endemic ideologization of White Americana.  

Poignantly, Lin spoke about the intentionally bicultural, and particularly American, heritage she was 

asserting for herself and her daughter through the text:  

Because whereas all my past work has been my way of exploring the Asian part of my identity, I 
am now using my work to explore my American side. Before, the stories and art I created were 
my way to claim ownership of my Asian heritage. Now, in A Big Mooncake for Little Star, I am 
using it to claim my American birthright. (LB School, 2018) 
 

Both the provocation and motivation for the text make clear that even in the fantasy genre, a space 

ostensibly reserved for the unreal, cultural, racial, and heritage representations matter. While the uptick 

in fantasy variations in recent years is a hopeful sign, it is clear that a wider variety of and deeper 

imagination for Asian American characters is needed.  

Discussion of Fantasy 

The fantasy genre immediately hearkens back to some of my most visceral childhood memories 

of reading. I recall the scratchy fabric of our old couch cushions as I snuggled with a blanket and a book. 

My fingers remember the warmth of the sunlit carpet underneath the skylight where I used to fan out 

 
26 Author and illustrator Grace Lin is a daughter of Taiwanese American immigrants. Though I distinguish 
between Taiwan and China as separate countries and places of heritage/cultural origin, I describe her 
cultural and heritage identity as Chinese American, according to her own self-identifications (for 
examples, see Clark, 2017 and Lin, 2019). 
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my weekly library haul. I can hear my grandmother admonishing me for reading on the stairs because I 

was too engrossed in a story to make it to my room. In nearly all of these memories, I sat still in one 

place while my mind raced in another—I was reading fantasy. From to magical wardrobes to giant 

peaches to the rats of NIMH, I traveled through worlds of talking animals, Welsh legends, and illustrated 

fairy tales. As Temple et al. (2018) observed, “Fantasy literature has unexplainable magic, and it is this 

element that captures the minds and hearts of children” (p. 350).  

Though the mystical pull of fantasy was apparent and consuming, even as a child, I noticed all 

the characters in my beloved books were White, an idea expounded on by Botelho and Rudman (2009), 

who described the implications of the minimal representation of people of color within the fantasy 

genre: 

Fantasy can convey and inculcate values and ideologies, very often in a more captivating way 
than stark reality. To prove that point, think about what springs to mind immediately when you 
are asked, “What does a princess look like? How about a prince? Tell us about stepmothers.” (p. 
217)  
 

Certainly, princesses, princes, and stepmothers are clear archetypes with many implicit and explicit 

assumptions regarding their good/evil nature, their need to be saved or do the saving, and behavioral 

norms. Even more compelling than these, perhaps, is the assumption of who princesses, princes, and 

stepmothers are and what they look like. Overwhelmingly, the implied identity of these characters is 

aligned with Whiteness. There are few examples of Asian American princesses, princes, and 

stepmothers in picturebooks, and this paucity of Asian American representation extends to other 

character roles and archetypes in the fantasy genre. Ultimately, what is seen in the fantasy text set of 

Asian American picturebooks is a manifestation of what scholar Ebony Elizabeth Thomas (2019) referred 

to in her tome on race in fantasy youth literature, The Dark Fantastic, as a “discord in the collective 

imagination” (p. 4), in which children of color are confined to only single stories, or types of stories, that 

represent them.  
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In the Asian American picturebook corpus, this limitation, and racialization, of storying is clearly 

visible. The vast majority of stories are very much set in the real world or in the past. Asian American 

characters are Asianized as perpetual foreigners and model minorities (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) and 

depicted recurrently as English language learners, immigrants, and adoptees. Even in the genre of 

fantasy, a space where they may ostensibly transcend these veracities and enter the inexplicable, these 

portrayals remain. The protagonists—as adoptees, bored siblings, schoolchildren—are still 

representations of the real world, though they are accompanied by talking creatures or swept off to 

another place. Across the text set, I found that Asian American characters largely remain quotidian while 

around them occurs the fanciful, strange, and wondrous. Rarely are they themselves cast in the 

supernatural, magical, or mysterious roles that proliferate the bulk of fantasy literature. Thomas (2019) 

addressed the lack of imagining for characters of color: 

A person of color—or even a character of color—faces dire consequences when he or she steps 
outside of his or her assigned place or flips the script in any way. Essential qualities such as 
goodness, beauty, innocence, and truth have been so often racialized as White in literature and 
media that ascribing these qualities to other groups is seen as transgressive. (p. 61) 
 

In the case of the fantasy text set, it was indeed unusual to see depictions of Asian Americans in roles 

that “flipped the script.” When they did, the analysis became more complex.  

While fantasy literature with White protagonists is rife with examples of White royalty, within 

the fantasy picturebook set, there were only two examples of Asian American princesses, both of which 

exemplified issues plaguing Asian American representation including invisibility (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) 

and Asianization as forever foreigner and/or honorary White (Tuan, 1998). The most recent was The 

Princess and the Pit Stop (2018) by White author Tom Angleberger and illustrated by Thai American Dan 

Santat. In this text, a princess is a competitive race car driver who whizzes past various fairy-tale 

characters on the track before winning a race. While her depiction as a princess, a race car driver, and, 

simply, as aggressive, is rare and welcome for an Asian American character, it is also easily overlooked. 

The text itself does not mention her cultural or racial identity, and her illustrated depiction is generic. 
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With black hair and tan skin, the character could easily reflect a number of ethnicities. In email 

correspondence with the illustrator, I confirmed that the depiction was based on a real girl (to whom 

the book is dedicated) of multiracial descent including Filipino, Latinx, and Caucasian heritages. 

Consequently, the princess’s Asian-ness resides primarily in the illustrator’s intentions and is not obvious 

to the reader. It is still significant that the text portrayed a smart, tough princess with dark hair and tan 

skin, as this provides a reflection for many children who dream of being a princess but do not have 

blonde hair or blue eyes. However, the lack of racial and ethnic markers also obscured the character’s 

racial and cultural identity, and Thomas’s analysis on characters of color not being able to step out of 

their assigned place is still applicable. 

The second example of an Asian American princess is also questionable. An earlier text by the 

aforementioned author and illustrator Grace Lin, The Red Thread: An Adoption Fairy Tale (2007), is the 

story of a king and queen who feel a mysterious heartbreak and embark on a journey, following a red 

thread that leads from their own hearts to that of a Chinese infant, whom they adopt and bring back to 

their kingdom. The illustrations are reminiscent of a classic fairy tale and contained sprawling images of 

a country landscape and an old stone castle with turrets and flags, and a White king and queen draped 

in regal clothes and wearing gold crowns. The red thread brings them to a rural, presumably Chinese 

village. Due to its fairy-tale setting, the inclusion of this text as an Asian American picturebook may be 

debated; however, I include it because of the bicultural explorations of its characters and Lin’s tendency 

to weave her Asian American identity into her stories. The story regrettably falls victim to many 

racialized tropes, and the depiction of adoption is quite disappointing. From portraying the economic 

circumstances of the White kingdom and the Chinese village at opposite ends of a spectrum, to using 

the Chinese red thread folklore as an adoption parallel, to the troubling absence of the birth mother, the 

story literally and figuratively described adoption as a fairy tale without interrogating its complex 

realities. Returning to the earlier claim by Thomas (2019) regarding characters of color in fantasy 
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literature, we see that this depiction of a Chinese princess does not reimagine the role of a princess but, 

rather, conformed to the same, preconceived role. 

The story of The Red Thread is an intriguing one because of the dialogue it has sparked outside 

of the text. On her website, Lin (2019) has included this note concerning the book’s publication:  

Grace now realizes that this book was ill-conceived and not well-thought out. There are 
concerns that The Red Thread “glosses” over the truths of adoptions, painting an unrealistic 
picture of families torn apart as well as brought together. Also, in this book, Grace admits she 
created her own childhood desire of an Asian girl being a princess in a European fairytale 
without reflection, a true contradiction to many of her books that deal with identity. Grace is 
very sorry for the insensitivities. (para. 2) 
 

Such a sincere apology, particularly to the adoption community, is rarely observed on authors’ sites. 

Lin’s honest admission about wanting to depict an Asian girl as a princess is also stirring, as it brings to 

light the deep and desperate longing of children of color to see themselves in fantasy, too, as part of 

grand stories of royalty, power, adventure, and romance—as part of the very canon of imagination. 

Thomas (2019) profoundly described this condition as the “segregation of the literate mind”:  

Books and movies about children and teens who looked like me were read and viewed out of 
duty, in order to learn something about the past. Books and movies that showcased the 
pleasures of dreaming, imagination, and escape were stories about people who did not look like 
me. (p. 17).  
 

This segregation is discernable from just a cursory examination of the genres of diverse or multicultural 

literature, and Thomas connects this to control over imagination itself. This is evident in The Red Thread, 

when the Chinese princess, rather than carving out a unique representation, is instead enveloped in the 

traditional fairy-tale structure, becoming a figurative stand-in for a White princess, which, 

heartbreakingly, Lin recalled was the culmination of her own childhood dreams.  

Of fantasy as a genre for children, Flanagan (2014) asserted,  

One of the most obvious benefits of fantasy is that it allows readers to experiment with different 
ways of seeing the world. It takes a hypothetical situation and invites readers to make 
connections between this fictive scenario and their own social reality. (para. 13) 
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Consequently, it is of critical importance that Asian American picturebooks expand their fantasy 

offerings. With more possibilities comes more imagination, which may then lead to a new and different 

conception of dreams for generations of children of color. Upcoming fantasy writers must also consider 

that bicultural representations do not fit neatly into preconceived character types and categories 

created for dominant (White) narratives. Lin’s more recent offering of A Big Mooncake for Little Star 

(2018) demonstrated this as she rejected dominant archetypes while still imbuing her assertively 

Chinese American protagonist with mystery, magic, and innocence that drew from both Chinese and 

Western folk-tale traditions.  

English scholar Celestine Woo (2006), in a rare exploration of Asian American children’s fantasy, 

asserted, 

“Asian American fantasy” ought to consist of more than the mere insertion of Asian American 
characters into a traditional fantasy world of fairies, sprites, and Anglos, for this scenario 
replicates the discourse of assimilation, implying that being Asian American entails the rejection 
of things Asian in favor of a subsumption into the predominant WASP paradigm—a subsumption 
devoid of any transformative effect of the culture of dominance. In order for a story to be 
empowering to the Asian American child, it must grapple with the dual pulls of both Asian and 
American cultures, not imply the preferability of either. So, formally and hermeneutically, simply 
inscribing Asian American characters into the standard white world of high fantasy raises 
questions without addressing them: what, after all, constitutes an “Asian American” character 
when the narrative world is not the United States, and not the world as we know it? (p. 253) 
 

Woo brings up several important points of consideration. Asian American fantasy, by the very virtue of 

what it is and who it represents, must tackle the same issues embedded in Asian American identity, that 

is, assimilation and acculturation, immigration, and belonging. Chinese American and two-time Newbery 

Honor winner Laurence Yep described how fantasy incorporated and mirrored his childhood experiences 

as he lived in a primarily African American neighborhood and went to school in Chinatown: “In [fantasy] 

you have children from an ordinary world, ordinary place, taken to another world where you have to 

learn strange new customs and a strange new language” (Reading Rockets, 2014a). And yet it is the job 

of fantasy to “extend [reality] into the unknown” (Temple et al., 2018), elevating these stories of the 

everyday with the strange, awe-inducing delights and terrors of the unreal.  
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However, Woo reminds us that this storying should counter hegemonic narratives (Delgado, 

1989) and not prescribe to their boundaries of fantasy. By valuing the experiential knowledge of people 

of color and their own stories (Delgado, 1989; Solórzano, 1998), another realm of fantasy may be 

grasped. This was wonderfully demonstrated in A Big Mooncake for Little Star and in Where’s Halmoni? 

In the latter, the two Korean American protagonists, who only spoke English, navigated a new yet 

familiar terrain as they encountered Korean-speaking folktale characters and offered them American 

candy, such as Bubble Tape and jalapeño gummy worms, in exchange for a Korean brass door knocker. 

Author Julie Kim (2017) described the Korean folktale characters she grew up learning about while living 

in the United States in the peritext: “Now, I look at these characters a little differently, viewing them 

from outside the Korean culture. They are a bit of old and new, and a bit of Korea and America, just like 

me!” (n.p.) There is little doubt that her fantasy story is Asian American in representation and content, 

and it manifests a freer, more creative realm of possibility for Asian American characters. Perhaps it is 

through this openly bicultural lens that we might transcend the racialized fantasy tropes and archetypes 

of traditional literature, and characters of color may carve out new spaces in the imagination that, 

paradoxically, present a truer version of reality.  

Poetry 

In this section, I present the findings of a critical content and thematic analysis of the 

picturebooks categorized in the genre of poetry. In this analysis, I describe the major themes present 

within the poetry texts (i.e., explorations of concepts such as colors and shapes, bicultural identity, and 

“universal” childhood experiences) and consider how the construction of these themes reflect or 

challenge dominant ideologies (Solórzano, 1998) and how characterizations of Asian Americans adhere 

to or disrupt notions of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Following the analysis, I conclude with a 

discussion regarding racialized issues of authorship and publication of poetry texts.  
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Nineteen books, or 5% of the picturebook text set, were identified as works of poetry (a list of 

these texts may be found in Appendix G).27 Poetry is fluid and consequently has been difficult to define. 

Temple et al. (2018) mused, “It is impossible to coin a definition of poetry that some poem or other 

won’t slither around” (p. 236). This slithering was observed in the poetry category, which included texts 

containing both prose and rhyme, compilations of themed poems, and works focused on sound, color, 

and culture. Due to the wide variance, rather than outlining the poetic forms that were present, it is 

more useful for this study to describe the central ideas expressed by the poems. 

Several works of poetry were explorations of concepts such as sounds, shapes, and colors for 

early readers. One of the earliest depictions of an Asian American character in a book of poetry was 

Buzz! (Wong, 2000), which captures the rude interruptions of alarm clocks, the low drones of a razor, 

and the suddenness of a blender by exaggerating the “buzzes” of a busy morning. Though the Asian 

American identity of the protagonist is not obvious, the illustrations suggested the young child’s mother 

was East Asian and the father was White. This biracial heritage was confirmed with the author via 

personal correspondence. More cultural content is seen in Gai See: What You Can See in Chinatown 

(Thong, 2007), an exploration of the common sights in a gai see, the Cantonese term for “street 

market.” Using a repeating refrain (“What could you possibly see at an old gai see?”) and rhyming verse, 

characters meandered through Chinatown through the seasons, pointing out fish and fruit stands, 

vendors selling slippers and incense, food stalls, and religious artifacts.  

Author Roseanne Thong wrote several of the other rhyming concept books in the text set, and 

they stood out for their focus on Chinese American culture. These texts, illustrated by Chinese American 

 
27 One text containing poetry, Hi Koo! (Muth, 2014), was not counted in this category. The book is one of a 5-part 
series featuring Stillwater, an anthropomorphic giant panda, and his nephew Koo, both of whom are 
representatives of Japanese Zen philosophy to a small group of children. In Hi Koo!, the young panda muses about 
nature and the four seasons using haiku poems. Though the text represents multiple genres, in this study, I 
considered its primary genre as fantasy due to its anthropomorphized animals and its belonging to a larger set of 
texts. The four other books in the series do not prioritize poetry so, for the sake of consistency and clarity in 
categorization, I include it in fantasy.  
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Grace Lin, included Round is a Mooncake: A Book of Shapes (2000), Red is a Dragon: A Book of Colors 

(2001), and One is a Drummer: A Book of Numbers (2004). Though Thong is White, she is known for her 

multicultural children’s books examining East Asian and Latinx cultures. She recalled living overseas in 

Hong Kong when her daughter was young and searching for English books that included Asian content, 

particularly the daily sights and sounds that would be familiar to her daughter (Thong, 2017). Finding 

nothing, Thong wrote Round is a Mooncake to address the void. The everyday experiences captured by 

Thong’s texts not only highlight universal concepts, such as colors and shapes in nature, but connect 

them to objects that suggest a bicultural experience—from square pizza boxes and dim sum containers 

to red watermelons and red lychees. Cultural and racial heritage is also celebrated in Tan to Tamarind: 

Poems About the Color Brown (Iyengar, 2009), which included descriptive verse evoking South Asian 

cultures, such as “My milk-tea brown hands / hold a cup of spicy tan masala tea / to sip on a golden-

brown summer afternoon” (n.p.). Remarkably, these texts challenge dominant and invisible ideologies 

(Solórzano, 1998) of (White) concepts and assert that even seemingly neutral conceptualizations of 

colors, shapes, numbers, and sounds may be seen and constructed as representations of race and 

culture. 

In addition to these titles, a few others in the text set focused on Asian American identities and 

experiences through verse. Poet Janet S. Wong authored two texts including This Next New Year (2000), 

about a multicultural family preparing for the lunar New Year, and Alex and the Wednesday Chess Club 

(2004), about a 3rd grader who begins playing chess. This Next New Year stood out for its layered and 

multicultural perspective, and several details alluded to specific cultural and heritage traditions while 

also invoking a broader, panethnic Asian American experience. For example, the Chinese Korean 

American protagonist described his family’s preparations for the lunar new year: “I call it Chinese New 

Year/ even though I am half Korean / and my mother cooks duk gook / the Korean new year soup” (p. 

10). Several characters from different heritage backgrounds also labeled the lunar New Year as “Chinese 
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New Year” in the book, and various ways of celebrating the holiday are described. The references to 

different Korean, Chinese, and American traditions are casually blended to present a multicultural 

childhood experience that feels equally authentic and didactic. 

Two other texts used free verse to explore childhood experiences that may be familiar to Asian 

American children. Shanghai Messenger (Cheng, 2005) is narrated by an 11-year-old biracial girl named 

Xiao Mei (she noted that her American name is May Johanson) who goes overseas to visit relatives in 

her family’s home country for the first time. Though initially worried that people in China will notice she 

looks different and cannot speak Chinese well, Xiao Mei eventually began to own and embrace her 

Chinese heritage and cultural identity as her uncle assured her, “Our big family born in different 

countries / Some live in America, a long time / but they still love China” (p. 40). Double Happiness 

(Tupper Ling, 2015) explored separation between family members through the experience of moving. 

The story followed two Chinese American siblings who move from California to Massachusetts and their 

grieving over leaving their extended family members. The deep involvement of extended family 

members in the children’s lives normalize a family context that reflects reality for many Asian American 

children, and the sparse verse of the text produces a narrative keenly focused on these deep emotional 

ties.  

In spite of these examples, the bigger picture shows that the depiction of Asian American 

characters, cultures, and experiences in children’s poetry is rare and extends the boundaries of Asian 

American erasure and invisibility in history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) to genres of literature. This is clear 

from the extremely small number of books published over time and from the motivations of authors 

such as Roseanne Thong, who have written about people of color precisely because their voices are 

missing within the canon, even one so varied as poetry. Botelho and Rudman (2009) observed about the 

genre, “To go beyond the conventional there must be room for experimentation and deviation from the 

expected. Because of the sparseness of the language, there will be many things left unsaid, inviting the 
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audience to fill in the gaps” (p. 196). Though this analysis may be applied to the emotive and 

interpretive aspects of poetry, it is worth mentioning that these opportunities to “fill in the gaps” are 

given not only to readers but to other creators as well. In several cases, the Asian American 

representation in the poetry picturebook was not originally intended by the writer but was provided by 

the illustrator. These illustrators interpreted the poet’s words through the lens of their own experiences. 

In doing so, they resisted the dominant narratives of White characterization and opened up the genre to 

more fully achieve the “universality” of poetry by acknowledging racial and cultural harmonies. 

Early examples of this include Little Dog Poems (O’Connell, 1999) and its sequel Little Dog and 

Duncan (O’Connell, 2002), which are compilations of short poems about a little puppy. The illustrations, 

by Japanese American June Otani, depict the dog’s owner as a young East Asian American girl with 

shoulder-length black hair and blunt bangs. There is nothing in O’Connell’s text that signifies the child’s 

racial or cultural identity. As a result, the focus is on the child as a loving pet owner. Other examples of 

illustrators actively representing text with Asian American characters come from more recent 

publications. The latest three titles categorized as poetry in this text set include Before We Met 

(Melmed, 2016), the story of a mother telling her baby about the love and dreams she had for her 

before they met, Round (Sidman, 2017), a concept book celebrating all things round and found in 

nature, and Don’t Ask A Dinosaur (Bruss & Esenwine, 2017), a humorous story about dinosaurs 

interrupting birthday party preparations. Each of these titles, representing the most contemporary 

examples of Asian American picturebooks in the poetry genre, were noted as having text without 

references to racial or cultural identity but illustrated characters that could reasonably be assumed to be 

East Asian American. The intentionality of these cultural depictions was confirmed by the three East 

Asian American illustrators of the texts, Jing Jing Tsong, Taeeun Yoo, and Louie Chin, respectively.  

Interestingly, these examples largely disrupted tropes of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) 

while supporting the realities of Asian American racialization, as the texts reflected the more varied 
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identities that were presumably created to reflect dominant and hegemonic perspectives. Thus, the 

Asian American characters inhabited a bevy of roles including pet owner, party planner, and a father and 

daughter– all characterizations that did not overtly connect with racialized conceptions of foreignness 

and submission. As a result, these illustrators positioned Asian American characters as authentic 

representations of the children in these texts in defiance of the norm, or what is a far more common 

practice, of illustrating these unspecified characters as White. In so doing, they open up possibilities for 

Asian American characters who are more typically cast in Asianizing, or stereotypical, roles. This is 

especially important considering the broad associations of poetry with beauty, language, and emotions 

among readers. To infuse these concepts with Asian American subjects, objects, and perspectives is to 

then legitimize and recognize the splendor of Asian American experiential knowledge (Solórzano, 1998) 

and the bicultural experience.   

Discussion of Poetry 

 Asian American poetry has a long and rich literary history. From Sadakichi Hartmann’s symbolist 

poetry in the 1890s to the plaintive Chinese verse etched into the walls of Angel Island Immigration 

Station to the poetry jotted in internment camp journals to the songs and protests of Asian Americans in 

the 1960s and 1970s,28 poetic language has flowed from a multitude of Asian American voices (Chang, 

2004). Yet, this is not the case within children’s poetry. My survey of poetry picturebooks revealed 

primarily a mixture of early concept books and a smattering of bicultural experiences told in verse for 

older readers. Chiefly, however, my analysis of Asian American poetry in picturebooks confirmed that, 

first, there is very little of it and, second, that the majority of the present texts do not come from Asian 

Americans poets.  

 
28 T. Yu (2010) claimed that “the central genre of [the Asian American Movement] was not prose, but poetry” (para 
4) and pointed out that the earliest Asian American scholarly journals regularly included poetry, that the first Asian 
American literary magazine was founded by poets, and that the earliest Asian American literary anthologies were 
all poetry, not fiction. This documentation evidences poetry’s cultural, historical, and social significance to Asian 
American advocacy in particular, which is not reflected in children’s poetry.  
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The dearth of Asian American children’s poetry is particularly glaring when viewed in 

comparison to the abundance of children’s poetry more generally. A rich lineage of poetry, from Mother 

Goose to Jack Prelutsky, exists for and about White American children. There is also a long history of 

Black American and Latinx poets writing about topics ranging from slavery to grandmothers to ham and 

eggs in poetry for children. The field of children’s poetry is filled with celebrated and recognizable 

names, from Robert Louis Stevenson to Karla Kuskin to Jaqueline Woodson to Pat Mora to Shel 

Silverstein. But this is not the case for Asian Americans, as there is very little poetry written for or about 

their experiences for young children.29 I do not need to argue here of poetry’s value, or of how it 

influences humans to talk and construct meaning, induces tears of laughter and wails of anguish, or 

draws out the very essence of a thing. Instead, I draw attention to the great loss suffered by children 

who are rarely exposed to the poems of Asian American poets who speak from multiple genealogies of 

American experience. As poet Naomi Shihab Nye (2008) observed regarding the grave need to declare 

aloud the poetry of diverse people groups, “You’re acknowledging that these people have voices and a 

right to live” (p. 332). But what if these poems are simply not there?   

Inexplicably, the celebrated works of Asian American poets Thanhha Lai, Bao Phi, Tarfia 

Faizullah, Cathy Hong Park, and Marilyn Chin, to name a few, attest to the abundance of Asian American 

poetry written for youth and adults. Their work has been described as evidence of a “thriving, historical 

[poetic] progression” (Chin, 2004, p. xiv) and as “mirrors to truths that, once reflected, shine light on 

other realities—those more raw, unfiltered, uncomfortable, and ultimately more enriching” (Enjeti, 

2018, para. 9). However, the body of work constructed by Asian American poets largely targets older 

audiences and does not extend to picturebooks.  

 
29 The notable exception to this is Janet S. Wong, whose work is described in this section and whose contributions 
will be discussed in the following paragraphs.   
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The principal exception to this is the catalog of Janet S. Wong, the Chinese Korean American 

children’s poet who has spent most of her career writing about the Asian American bicultural 

experience. Her work, which was first published in 1994 and spans over 50 books, includes poetry for 

children and youth. Wong is the author of three of the texts in this category, including Buzz! (2000), This 

Next New Year (2000), and Alex and the Wednesday Chess Club (2004). Her contributions are of critical 

importance in this set due to her dedication to distilling facets of the Asian American experience for 

young children. While Wong’s prolificacy is remarkable and deserves to be recognized, it may also mask 

the paucity otherwise of Asian American children’s poetry. For example, in children’s poetry scholar 

Sylvia Vardell’s popular blog of poetry for children, she included a list (2016) of recommended poetry 

books written by Asian and Asian American poets. Out of 17 books authored by Asian Americans, Wong 

had authored 12 of the texts. It is evident that Wong provides critical representation of an Asian 

American children’s poet and of bicultural Asian American poetry, and that without her contributions, 

the genre would look vastly different.   

 This brings up another significant matter within the poetry text set: authorship. Of the 19 texts 

in this category, 11 were written by White authors. As mentioned previously, five of these texts did not 

contain Asian or Asian American content aside from visual depictions of characters that were 

constructed by their Asian American illustrators. The remaining six titles, which centered on Chinese 

American content or perspectives, were written by Roseanne Thong, Andrea Cheng, and Nancy Tupper 

Ling, all writers whose married surnames may obscure their White racial identities. Though their 

contributions should not be diminished because of their White authorship, I point this out in order to 

further evidence the scarcity of Asian American voices in this genre.  

Aside from Janet S. Wong, there were three other writers who identify as poets who contributed 

to this set: Linda Sue Park, Malathi Michelle Iyengar, and Emily Jiang. Park is the Korean American writer 

of Tap Dancing on the Roof: Sijo Poems (2007), Iyengar is the South Asian writer of Tan to Tamarind: 
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Poems about the Color Brown (2009), and Jiang is the Chinese American writer of Summoning the 

Phoenix: Poems and Prose of Chinese Musical Instruments (2014). These three texts provided another 

lens into the Asian American experience that was not touched on elsewhere in the genre, demonstrating 

the importance of a range of voices and representations. Park used Sijo, a Korean form of verse, to 

express the delights of the everyday, Iyengar extolled the beauty of brown skin, and Jiang highlighted 

the practice and performance of Chinese music. Two other authors, Kam Mak and an anonymous 

author, also contributed texts in this genre, although Mak does not generally identify as a poet and 

identification information is impossible for the anonymous author. Together, these writers provide a 

taste of rich tradition and diversity through Asian American poetry, but child audiences are starved for 

more.  

Other 

 In this section, I describe and discuss two texts that did not suitably fit into preconceived genre 

categories and were subsequently catalogued as “other.” The framework of AsianCrit clarifies that 

dominant structures – which, I contend, include literary genres– are racialized and participate in the 

exclusion and erasure of Asian American perspectives and experiences (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). In the 

following section and discussion, I describe how this is visible in these two texts and how the two texts 

are examples of counterstories (Delgado, 1998), or stories from oppressed peoples that legitimize their 

experiential knowledge and thus provide narratives that are counter to dominant narratives.  

 Both of the stories catalogued as “other” featured Indian American protagonists and included 

story lines that involved Hindu deities. The Closet Ghosts (Krishnaswami, 2006) was about a young girl 

named Anu, who moves to a new home and school. Nobody believes she has ghosts in her closet until 

Hanuman, the Hindu monkey god, helps her befriend the ghosts. Padmini is Powerful (Maranville, 2016) 

was about a young girl named Padmini, who carries many of the traits associated with various Hindu 

gods and goddesses.  
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These texts, which depicted contemporary Indian American protagonists and realistic settings 

such as classrooms and an apartment building, were not counted as examples of realistic fiction because 

they contained some fantastical elements. For example, the titular spirits in The Closet Ghosts were 

impish monkeys sent by Hanuman. Though their presence kept the story from being a work of realistic 

fiction, author Uma Krishnaswami noted in the book’s afterword that Hanuman was not a figment of 

Anu’s imagination: “Although Anu and her family and friends are made-up characters, I didn’t make 

Hanuman up. He is an important figure in the Hindu mythology of India” (2006, p. 32). Thus, because the 

imaginative elements of the story were not unreal, I hesitated to categorize this text as fantasy. 

Likewise, Padmini is Powerful also matter-of-factly described various Hindu deities and wove together 

religion, mythology, and culture in contemporary and realistic contexts.  

Consequently, these two texts that prioritize cultural and religious story lines present a 

departure from the more common genres found within picturebooks. While fantastical, they do not 

represent the impossible, and though realistic, they are not meant to be taken literally. They are 

examples of genre hybridity and fluidity, though, unusually, this blending is due to cultural and religious 

reasons rather than literary ones. As a result, I was hesitant to label these texts as “other.” I do not want 

to insinuate that these stories are random outliers, because together they represent a particular 

paradigm of storying and truth. However, they do not adhere to the boundaries presently common in 

children’s literary genres. Consequently, I categorize them as “other” but with the caveat that the two 

stories, representing a cultural nexus of realism, fantasy, and spirituality, are deserving of recognition 

and distinction. 
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Discussion of Other 

 That the two texts in this category do not “fit” into well-established literary genres is evidence 

that race and racism are pervasive in all aspects of society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Botelho & 

Rudman (2009) asserted that genres hold inherent ideologies:  

Each genre is a tapestry of discourses, woven with discursive threads. When we think of a 
particular genre we see the world through a particular prism…our expectations and responses 
can be shaped according to the genre clues that are emitted by the text. Genre organizes our 
perceptions and confirms our literary expectations. (p. 192) 
 

This is evident within the common genres analyzed in this study. The classifications of genres such as 

historical fiction or poetry typically cue readers to understand the text in various ways, whether it is to 

look for historical lessons or information or to speak a piece of writing aloud, savoring various sounds on 

the tongue or in the ear. However, as this analysis demonstrates, genres also shape understanding in 

more hidden and insidious ways. For example, historical fiction may cue readers to only consider the 

presence of Asian Americans in history during specific contexts and erase their contributions in others. 

 The fact that the two texts categorized here as “other” do not fit into accepted classifications of 

genre demonstrate how dominant and hegemonic notions set the standard, as well as our expectations, 

for storying. For example, in some stories, spirituality may be tolerated as realistic fiction, but in others, 

it is dependent on the form of spirituality that is expressed. So in realistic fiction, a mention of God may 

not provoke question, but the appearance of angels and devils may, not to mention manifestations of 

non-Christian deities. In response, I echo the question that Botelho & Rudman (2009) pose in response: 

“Who or what, therefore, is in control of the text?” (p. 192). 

Critical scholars have largely addressed this question through the notion of storytelling or 

counterstory (D. Bell, 1988; Delgado, 1989; Martinez, 2014). The CRT tenet of storytelling legitimizes the 

experiential and embodied knowledge of People of Color, while Delgado referred to counterstory as “‘a 

kind of counter-reality’ created/experienced by ‘outgroups’ subordinate to those atop of the racial and 

gendered hierarchy” (as cited by Martinez, 2014, p. 38). In this light, the stories and experiences of 
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People of Color are recognized as distinct from that of dominant perspectives but are also 

acknowledged as both real and valuable. In particular, Krishnaswami’s author’s note in The Closet Ghosts 

is demonstrative of this perspective as she acknowledged that her story is fiction but not unreal and 

validated its place in the American picturebook canon.  

Sri Lankan American writer V. V. Ganeshananthan (James, 2019) described how, historically, 

some genres were borne from their exclusion from others. Relevant to marginalized voices, her 

contention was that “genre has . . . been a home for writers who were denied equal access to literary 

publishing” (para. 16). She described genres such as Jewish fiction, American comics, and even science 

fiction as examples that emerged from writers whose work did not fit within previously set boundaries 

and was therefore considered “unrespectable” by dominant powers, including publishing houses and 

critics. Encompassed within notions of what is respectable versus unrespectable are expectations about 

who can write, which characters can have agency and a voice, and what is considered a good story. This 

approach to genre is particularly pertinent to bicultural writing, which naturally produces hybrid stories 

that blend a duality of identities and experiences and ultimately break conventions while also elevating 

a perspective or experience that is not traditionally prioritized in literature. 

Although both The Closet Ghosts and Padmini is Powerful feature Indian American characters 

and content, the boundary-breaking of genres is not limited to South Asian stories. As other non-

dominant cultures, beliefs, and practices are presented in children’s literature, it is likely that the 

borders delineating genre may evolve; in turn, expectations for who is seen and what is depicted may 

transform. 

General Discussion of Genre and Asian American Picturebooks 

 On ideology in children’s picturebooks, scholar John Stephens (1992) asserted that 

“Picture books can, of course, exist for fun, but they can never be said to exist without either a 

socializing or educational intention or else without a specific orientation towards the reality constructed 
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by the society that produces them” (p. 158). A racialized ideological nature was readily apparent in this 

Asian American picturebook set as the texts performed the multiple and simultaneous functions of 

entertainment, didacticism, and inculcation. Both aesthetic and efferent readings of text (Rosenblatt, 

1994) demonstrate that readers enjoy, explore, and learn from stories. But in this analysis, it is critical to 

see how texts, individually and in groups, are themselves saturated with ideologies and how these 

circumscribe racialized perceptions of Asian Americans.  

 While more children’s literature scholarship has attended to the social, cultural, and political 

underpinnings of texts, fewer studies have explored how these stories come together in clusters and 

collections to ultimately construct genres of literature (for exceptions, see Botelho & Rudman, 2009; 

Stephens, 1996; and Wilkie-Stibbs, 2008). What complicates their functions further is that genres are 

both descriptive and prescriptive; that is, they classify texts according to similarities in content and 

structure, thus limiting their own boundaries of imagination. The implications for readers are numerous, 

but more than its capacity to “shape reading expectations” (Botelho & Rudman, 2009, p. 218), what is of 

primary interest in this study is how genre shapes representations of Asian Americans for child readers. 

The conceptual framework of AsianCrit enables a sharper image of how, in these picturebooks, readers 

are bombarded with messages of what Asian Americans look like; what they sound like; what they eat, 

do, and say; what roles they inhabit in society; what their historical contributions have been; and even 

how they may be imagined. Moreover, this critical lens makes clear how these messages reflect and 

uphold a racial hierarchy. 

Overall, the Asian American picturebooks in this study were sorted and categorized into six main 

genres, including realistic fiction, historical fiction, biography, fantasy, poetry, and other. The majority of 

picturebooks were catalogued as realistic fiction and the remainder were spread among the other 

genres. Within the genres themselves, it was essential to consider their inherent duality—as James 

(2019) observed, “[Genre] is a way in which we distinguish certain types of books, but it’s also a way in 
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which we exclude them” (para. 6). Consequently, some questions that arose during the analysis 

concerned the ways in which Asian Americans were included or excluded from different genres.  

For example, the AsianCrit tenet of Asianization demonstrates that nativistic racism permeates 

U.S. society and racializes Asian Americans as forever foreigners, model minorities, and yellow perils 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013)–were these realities depicted in the realistic fiction? The tenet of 

(re)constructive history highlights the historical incidents and elements of racism towards Asian 

Americans, and the tenet of transnational contexts emphasizes the significance of national and 

international contexts for Asian Americans (Museus & Iftikar, 2013)– did the genre of historical fiction 

acknowledge these conditions or provide critical insights? The tenet of story, theory, and praxis 

emphasizes the value of stories and the embedded nature of stories, theoretical work, and practice– 

what were the stories of Asian American imagination found in the fantasy genre? And how do these 

stories affect the maintenance of a racialized consciousness? And so forth. While individual books may 

hold varied and multiple answers, it is imperative to likewise look at genres as a whole to understand 

the implicit messages of representation that have been presented in collections over time.  

In the contemporary realistic fiction genre, for example, clear representations of Asian 

Americans and Asian American “realities” emerged. Persistently within this genre, Asian American 

characters were depicted as grandparents, second-generation Americans, and adoptees, and the 

narratives repeatedly held themes of immigration, food, festivals, and language. As a result, such 

characterizations and themes became markers of realism for Asian America while simultaneously 

upholding the stereotyping mechanisms of Asianization. Specifically, these roles and themes depicted 

Asian Americans as foreign or foreign-adjacent, a position in which Asian Americans are consistently 

represented in relation to their non-native roots even as the narratives work to cement American 

identities. Thus, despite the fact that there were few stories that were overtly racist in their depiction of 

Asian Americans, racialized and/or stereotypical narratives were pervasive throughout the text set.  
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Galda et al. (2017) suggested realistic fiction should “grapple with a wide range of human 

conditions” (p. 16). It is fair to question if the Asian American realistic fiction texts did this, or if they 

portrayed only a few slices of the human condition in multiple iterations. The paucity of stories about 

undocumented immigrants, Southeast Asian America, contemporary experiences with racism and 

religious discrimination, and poverty, to mention a few, represent slices that are excluded from the 

collection of texts and whose inclusion would drastically influence the margins of realism for Asian 

Americans in the genre. In addition, the question of who is authoring and illustrating these 

representations of Asian America is paramount as well.  

Accordingly, I consider which characterizations, themes, and/or story lines were 

“overrepresented,” and which were neglected, and why. 

Overrepresentation in Asian American Picturebooks 

A clear overrepresentation within the texts and genres was the theme of adoption. Adoption 

themes were present in approximately 15% of the realistic fiction titles, which could imply that a 

significant portion of Asian Americans are adoptees and/or that adoption is a significant theme among 

the Asian American experience. Both inferences may be considered true, as the large number of 

transnational and transracial Asian adoptions in the United States, particularly in the latter quarter of 

the 20th century, have made considerable sociocultural, political, and historical impacts (Hubinette, 

2004; S. Park, 2009). However, there is still a great deal to unpack that is not encompassed by these 

explanations. It is curious that adoption stories are more prevalent than, say, sports, humor, and 

friendship stories in the texts. These are popular subgenres within children’s picturebooks that are 

universally experienced but rarely inclusive of Asian American characters. This selective focus of 

content, characterization, and theme is a reminder that genre may amplify some realities and erase 

others, and that these decisions are implicitly and explicitly driven by ideologies.  
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The chronic exploration of adoption in Asian American picturebooks provides some evidence 

that Asians figure deeply in popular U.S. discourses around adoption. At the same time, adoption is not 

limited to Asians nor is it a phenomenon that affects Asians more acutely than other races. An analysis 

(Zill, 2017) of two large national studies conducted by the Department of Education revealed that 

among adopted kindergarten children, White children made up 39% of all adoptees, followed by 

Hispanic children (23%), Asian children (17%), multiracial children (11%) and Black children (9%). These 

numbers indicate that White and Hispanic children make up larger proportions of adopted children than 

Asian children. However, a cursory search for Latinx adoption-themed picturebooks produces only a few 

titles and even fewer book lists for adopted Latinx children, suggesting there is a motivation for 

connecting Asians and adoption narratives that go beyond IRL trends. Asianization asserts that the 

reasons for these overrepresentations are tied to the societal and ideological movements to espouse a 

foreignness to Asians and Asian Americans. Accordingly, the large number of adoption-themed books in 

the Asian American text set may represent an overrepresentation of Asian American adoptees 

(particularly Chinese adoptees) in picturebooks tied to racializing forces that maintain corollaries 

between Asian Americans and being from “far away.”  

Similarly, within the historical fiction genre, there was an overrepresentation of two topics, early 

Chinese immigration experiences and Japanese American incarceration. This narrow view of Asian 

American history is a reflection of that found in U.S. history standards, school curriculums, and national 

dialogues, in which the historical experiences of Asian Americans are limited to only a few periods in 

time (An, 2016; Han, 2018). As a result, these picturebooks, history standards, and curriculums upheld 

dominant perspectives that positioned Asian Americans on the periphery of history rather than as 

existing actors throughout the entirety of U.S. history. Related to this was the clear overrepresentation 

of who Asian Americans were (i.e., East Asian Americans) in nearly every genre as well (see chapter 6 for 

more information on racial and heritage representations).  
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Yet, I hesitate to claim there are too many texts featuring Asian adoptees, Chinese immigration, 

and Japanese American incarceration narratives. The word “overrepresentation” implies there are too 

many such stories in the text set, but my analysis reveals that, despite the comparably large numbers, it 

is likely that the present adoption-themed texts do not provide accurate mirrors or reflections (Sims 

Bishop, 1990) of adoptive experiences and that the experiences of Chinese Americans and Japanese 

Americans went far beyond that which has been depicted and published, and that children’s literature 

would be enriched by additional East Asian American stories. In view of this, I would encourage more 

texts, not fewer, that provide different facets of these characters, themes, and storylines. Rather, the 

larger issue compounding representation is the neglect and omission of other Asian American stories, 

realities, and histories, and, more generally, the marginal numbers of Asian American stories published 

overall.   

The notion of overrepresentation is complicated when referring to a relatively marginal number 

of books in total. While the 356 books in this study make for a large text set, it is important to 

contextualize this number, both over time and in comparison to the larger number of AP/APA children’s 

books published each year. The 356 texts analyzed in this study, a proxy for all of the Asian American 

picturebooks published over a span of 26 years, could presumably fit in a single bookcase. One can 

imagine the diminutive presence of these stories when visualizing any children’s collection from a public 

library, with shelves upon shelves of books, and this scenario is worsened with the realization that 

library collections likely only carry a select portion of these Asian American picturebooks. The proportion 

of Asian American picturebooks must also be compared with picturebooks representing other 

cultural/racial identities published over the same time period, as well as the total number of children’s 

books published each year (see chapter 4 for more information). Consequently, overrepresentation of 

certain stories, characters, and themes, particularly in genres, is a fraught finding.  
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Another aspect to consider is that the minority status of Asian American books means that 

nearly every book “counts,” that is, the importance of these texts within a genre are heightened both in 

representation and reception in ways that books with dominant perspectives or characters are not. 

Consider the two biographies of deep-sea diver and biologist Eugenie Clark, Shark Lady (Keating, 2016) 

and Swimming with Sharks (Lang, 2016). Among the texts, Clark was the only scientist to be 

biographized and therefore was a critical representation of Asian America, particularly among the other 

biographies, which leaned more heavily toward representing Asian Americans as chefs, performers, and 

artists. Yet, the general omission of Clark’s Japanese heritage in the books worked to erase Clark from 

Asian American history and the true impact of her life’s work was negated. Perhaps if there were other 

picturebook biographies of Clark or, more broadly, Asian American scientists, this would not matter as 

greatly. However, the limited number of Asian American biographies intensifies the effects of this 

(non)representation for readers and also accentuates the importance of (re)constructive history 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) in regard to Asian Americans and other underrepresented groups.  

Another facet of this to consider is that the limited number of Asian American picturebooks also 

deepens the impact created by a few authors and illustrators. This was especially visible in the genre of 

poetry, where Chinese Korean American Janet S. Wong has made a significant impact as a poet exploring 

bicultural experiences for children. This amplification was evident in other genres as well. For example, 

Paula Yoo’s contributions to Asian American biographies were fundamental to the genre, as her texts 

memorialized figures such as Sammy Lee and Anna May Wong for young readers, while openly 

discussing the racist and discriminatory policies that stood as obstacles before them. It would also be 

difficult to exaggerate the impact of authors such as Grace Lin, Lenore Look, and Uma Krishnaswami, or 

illustrators such as Allen Say, Dan Santat, and Yumi Heo, on the development and storying of Asian 

America for children. That is to say, in this Asian American picturebook text set, the individual 
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contributions of these creators mattered and are evidence of the transformative possibilities of stories 

and creators committed to social justice. 

In part, it is the marginality of Asian American stories that makes the subject of Asian American 

representation in literature important to consider. These representations, in books independently and in 

genres collectively, go beyond the page to influence readers’ understandings of Asian Americans in real 

life and their social, cultural, historical, and political relevance to American life. Accordingly, what is “at 

stake” as Asian American literature evolves is “the continued dismantling of Orientalist paradigms, the 

expansion and refinement of mainstream appreciation for Asian American culture, and the elaboration 

of an Asian American presence in literary and social discourse” (Li, as cited in Woo, 2006, p. 261). This, 

of course, is an added and undue pressure for those constructing Asian American stories, as well as for 

People of Color at large, as they work to deconstruct White supremacies while simultaneously telling of 

their own experiences. 

The limited number of Asian American texts in the picturebook corpus contributes significantly 

to the construction of genres that contain variations of the same themes or storylines. It follows that the 

small number of Asian American stories perpetuates the stereotyping of Asian Americans, which 

subsequently results in monolithic narratives. Thus, the nuances of overrepresentations and 

underrepresentations in the texts create the conditions for racialized perceptions. However, the 

representations that are both present and neglected in the text set are themselves motivated and 

upheld by a racialized consciousness. Asianization asserts that this is a nativist cognizance associated 

with xenophobia and is both overt and subconscious (M. Chang, 1993; Museus & Iftikar, 2013). 

Specifically, this is manifested in the perpetual representation of Asian Americans as foreign, regardless 

of whether this foreignness is attributed as “good” (i.e., model minority) or “bad” (i.e., yellow peril). 

Throughout the text set, and in the realistic fiction texts in particular, the overrepresentations and 

racialized, monolithic narratives of Asian Americans that emerged were that of international adoptees, 
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acculturated or assimilated second-generation Americans, and immigrant grandparents and parents. 

These depictions achieve two important aims: simultaneously, they preserve the narratives of Asian 

Americans as foreign and Asian Americans as assimilated, or “good Americans” (PBS, 2020).  

The Asianization of Asian American Picturebooks 

The Asianization of narratives and characters in the picturebooks clarify that Asian Americans 

are portrayed concurrently and recurrently in the following ways: as a monolith, as model minorities, as 

forever foreigners, and as yellow perils (Espiritu, 2008; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Tuan, 1998). Most 

clearly, the frequent positioning of Asian American characters as adoptees, immigrants by proxy, and 

bicultural Americanized schoolchildren maintains the foreignness of Asian Americans while highlighting 

their assimilation to dominant American identities. Perhaps surprisingly, these representations align 

with and perpetuate the enduring racialized stereotype of Asian Americans as the model minority, 

which, as N. Kim (2000) asserted, is nearly always tied to a status as “Other.”    

Importantly, this finding marked a shift in my own analysis and understanding of the data before 

me. When I began my study, my initial codes included the specific labels and roles given to Asian 

American characters: shopkeepers, grandmothers, immigrants, adoptees, etc. As these codes developed 

into larger categorizations, I made a concerted effort to look for stories perpetuating stereotypes of 

Asian Americans as model minorities in particular, as it is the primary racialized representation of Asian 

Americans today. I was surprised to find few examples. However, as I iteratively read texts and analyzed 

further, I began to see that I was not analyzing the text set thoroughly enough. I had defined the model 

minority as being smart, wealthy, and successful and associated it with related stereotypes of Asians and 

Asian Americans as doctors and lawyers or, more relevant to children’s stories, as the “smart kid” or 

socioeconomically comfortable. The error in this approach, of course, was separating the stereotypical 

roles of the model minority from its racializing purpose.  
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Parikh (2015) defined the notion of the model minority as the posing of Asian Americans “as a 

minority population that readily overcomes the ‘problem’ of its social and racial difference” (p. 163). 

While Asian Americans are painted as enjoying higher education, wealth, and status, the root of its 

sociological power is that the model minority maintains a meritocratic status quo. In this societal 

idealization, the current systems and structures are viewed as both adequate and attainable for those 

who comply with its demands. L. Park (2015) stated the essence of this status more bluntly: “The notion 

of a model minority does not imply full citizenship rights but, rather, a secondary set of rights reserved 

for particular minorities who ‘behave’ appropriately and stay in their designated subsidiary space 

without complaint” (p. 17). In this light, the function of the model minority is to demonstrate a “good” 

and assimilated minority—an identity in which marginalization is present but pushback is not. The 

marginalization is clear when Asian Americans are attributed as foreign, and their assimilation affirms 

the dominant systems as worth conforming to. 

 In media and popular discourse, this identity most often materializes as Asian Americans who 

have overcome minoritization to find success and wealth as Ivy League graduates and white-collar 

professionals. In the picturebook text set, this identity manifests in the overrepresentation of certain 

roles, such as well-adjusted children of immigrants and victims of Japanese American incarceration, 

which position Asian Americans as foreign or foreign-adjacent and also as doing what they were told 

(i.e., assimilating to the dominant culture and remaining loyal to the U.S., respectively). Simultaneously, 

the underrepresentation of Asian Americans in other roles, such as Asian American activists, Muslims, 

and members of transnational families, maintain the invisibility and silencing of those who flout 

assimilation and conformity or express these on different terms. The Asianization of such Asian 

Americans occurs through omission, as the lack of their stories upholds the notion of the model 

minority. 
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The damaging consequence of representing Asian Americans as the model minority is clear and 

straightforward. First, it amplifies one or few experiences (e.g., academic success or wealth) at the 

expense of others; as a result, the diasporic and diverse range of realities and experiences of Asian 

Americans are erased. For this reason, in common American discourse, “Asian American” is synonymous 

with East Asian, while South Asian, Southeast Asian, and Pacific Americans are overlooked. Second, the 

notion of the model minority, by way of commending those who have “pulled themselves up by their 

bootstraps,” effectually glosses over the real and traumatic experiences of racism, discrimination, and 

bigotry faced by Asian Americans historically and currently. This includes the presence of the “bamboo 

ceiling” which keeps Asian Americans from occupying leadership positions and having influence in 

sociopolitical arenas (Han, 2019; Yan & Museus, 2013). Third, the stereotype pits Asian Americans 

against other marginalized groups, “who are deemed to be politically troublesome and socially 

undeserving of the rewards that Asian Americans enjoy” (Parikh, 2015, p. 163). In practice, Asian 

Americans have most often been compared with Black Americans in order to contrast outcomes in 

educational and economic attainment, as well as crime and incarceration rates. This is despite the two 

groups’ experiences of oppression and dehumanization having been and continuing to be entirely 

incongruent. The maintenance of this dichotomy not only suppresses the commonalities between the 

two groups but also weaponizes their differences to uphold a racial hierarchy. Han (2019) observed, “As 

such, in a divide-and-conquer manner, interethnic conflict has been forged and White supremacy is 

further maintained (p. 72).  

In the picturebook genres, the outcome of the model minority representation followed similar 

trajectories. Synonymous with the overrepresentation of some characterizations and themes was the 

underrepresentation of others that did not adhere to Asianizing stereotypes– particularly, those of the 

forever foreigner or honorary White (Tuan, 1998), representations that grapple with nativism and 

assimilation. There was a lack of stories that would counter this narrative, including those of the many 
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3rd and 4th generation Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino Americans whose families have been native to 

the United States for a century or longer, undocumented Asian Americans, religious minorities 

(particularly Sikh and Muslim Americans), Korean gireogi gah-jok (“wild geese families” in which the 

mother and children move to the United States or another English-speaking country for education while 

the father remains in Korea to work; Wee et al., 2015), and the transnational families who choose to 

return to their native countries or travel back and forth. Aside from these missing narratives, there were 

also too few stories of the racism and discrimination endured by Asian Americans. The genres in which 

these most frequently appeared were biography and historical fiction, but more often than not, racist 

practices and policies were not named or explicitly explained in the picturebooks. Furthermore, 

placement of these issues in stories of the past positioned the discriminatory behavior against Asian 

Americans in the past as well, ignoring present realities.  

Finally, the Asianization of characters, even in picturebooks, furthers the divide between Asian 

and Black communities. Though this is a more implicit and subconscious practice in children’s literature 

because these groups are rarely compared or contrasted explicitly in texts, it is evident nonetheless. 

While Asian American stories center on the “good American,” Black children’s author L. L. McKinney 

(2020) lamented that, as in film and television media, publishing rewards only certain types of stories 

about Black people: those centered on Black pain. She gave examples of the myriad books christened as 

prioritizing “social issues,” including topics such as police brutality, struggle, poverty, slavery, and drugs. 

Simultaneously, McKinney decried the ignorance of readers about Black stories that do not focus on 

trauma. McKinney’s observations provide another viewpoint of the insidious and unspoken guidelines in 

publishing, media, and national discourse that attribute monolithic narratives to racial groups which 

serve to maintain racialized hierarchies.  

It is important to clarify that most of the Asian American picturebooks, in and of themselves, are 

not blatantly racist. My analysis demonstrated nearly the opposite—that most of the stories were quite 
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complex and explored multiple issues of identity, oppression, and agency. McKinney (2020) came to a 

similar conclusion, noting, “I’m not mad at a single Black author who has written these incredibly 

important stories [centering on Black pain and struggle] . . . these stories need to be told, and Black 

authors are the ones who should be telling them” (para. 9). However, it is the cumulative effect that 

must be acknowledged, wherein the most acceptable or recognizable stories about Black people may be 

focused on trauma and stories about Asian Americans may be focused on happy adoptions or foods and 

festivals. These narratives are cogs in larger mechanisms and structures that are beyond the individual 

authors and illustrators and that lie with publishers and a racialized paradigm and history (this is 

discussed further in Chapter 7). It is relevant to point out that these narratives also make readers 

complicit actors in racializing Asian Americans, texts, and genres.  

Identifying “Real” Asian Americans 

I must call attention to the titles in this study that may not be traditionally recognized as being 

Asian American stories. For some texts, this was due to racially or culturally ambiguous visual depictions, 

while for others, this was due to the text’s illustrative style (e.g., pencil line drawings or cartoonish 

computer graphics). Still other texts refrained from any mention of cultural or racial identity and 

therefore could not be assumed as being about Asian Americans until I confirmed with the author or 

illustrator regarding their intentions. For example, my study included a 3-part best-selling picturebook 

series by author Kobi Yamada and illustrator Mae Besom comprising What Do You Do with an Idea? 

(2014), What Do You Do with a Problem? (2016), and What Do You Do with a Chance? (2018). These 

inspirational stories follow a young boy as he traverses multiple landscapes and contexts in pursuit of 

answers to big questions. There is no mention of cultural or heritage identity in the texts, and the 

protagonist lacks obvious distinguishing racial markers. However, the ambiguity of the character’s visual 

depiction combined with the Japanese American authorship provoked me to inquire with Yamada 

through personal correspondence. He confirmed that the protagonist was created with the intention of 
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depicting multiracial Asian heritages. In these texts, it may be argued that it is the lack of racial markers 

in the character’s depiction that causes ambiguity regarding the narrative’s Asian American 

representation, but it is also fair to consider whether the genre of the texts also contributed to its 

anonymity.  

After all, genres shape what we expect to see. In regard to Yamada’s texts, I pose the following 

questions regarding expectations of Asian American characters and genre: Do readers expect to see an 

Asian American protagonist in popular fiction (as opposed to realistic fiction)? Do readers expect to see 

Asian American protagonists in adventure stories? Do readers expect to see Asian American 

protagonists in inspirational fiction? In an interview (James, 2019), author V. V. Ganeshananthan 

asserted that genre also encompasses “which characters get to have agency and power.” Accordingly, it 

is appropriate to further ask:  Do readers expect to see an Asian American as a solitary explorer? Or, 

even, do readers expect to see an Asian American character as the protagonist of a New York Times 

bestselling book series? Tellingly, none of the major reviews of the book series describe its protagonist 

as Asian or Asian American, and it is not typically listed in published book lists of recommended Asian or 

Asian American books despite its popularity and starred reviews. This is the case despite subtle hints in 

the protagonist’s illustrated depiction, such as skin and hair color, the narrative’s construction by a 

Japanese American author and a Chinese illustrator, and even the presence of narrative cues, such as 

one of the texts’ titular “ideas” manifesting as origami butterflies.  

Consequently, a critical issue to emerge in the research on racial and cultural representations in 

children’s literature is the failure to recognize something or someone that defies (racialized) 

expectations. The popularity of Yamada’s books in conjunction with the lack of dialogue regarding its 

Asian American representation suggests that this may occur more often than is recognized. However, it 

may be argued that few reviewers acknowledge the protagonist of Yamada’s texts as Asian American 

simply because the ethnicity and racial identity of the protagonist is not relevant to the story. Yet, it is 
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for this reason that it is important. It is the plight of People of Color, particularly Asians and Asian 

Americans, who suffer from being racialized as a monolith, that there exists a catch-22 regarding 

representation in literature. In order to be recognized as Asian American, one must remain a forever 

foreigner (Tuan, 1998) by employing essentialist markers and thus being complicit in stereotyping 

mechanisms. But to defy essentialism is to not be recognized as Asian American. L. Park (2015) 

described this as paradoxical logic, contending, “Asian Americans must be foreign in order to fit in the 

United States” (p. 17). Functionally, this conundrum returns to that of the model minority, in which 

foreignness or marginality, in union with assimilation, upholds a racialized representation of Asian 

America.  

In the Asian American picturebook text set, this is exhibited when stories that align with 

dominant views of Asians are held up as celebrations of culture and heritage while others are implicitly 

understood as not representing “real” Asians. This was seen with Yamada’s texts but was also true of 

several others, including but not limited to Maxwell’s Mountain (Becker, 2006), Oh, Oh, Baby Boy! 

(Macbeth, 2013), I See Kitty (Surovec, 2013), The Princess and the Pit Stop (Angleberger, 2018), Juno 

Valentine and the Magical Shoes (Chen, 2018), Grace for Gus (Bliss, 2018), and Teddy’s Favorite Toy 

(Trimmer, 2018). Within such stories, the lack of essentialist markers combined with racialized genre 

expectations result in stories that are rarely labeled and discussed as stories about Asian Americans. 

However, in a domain where cultural and racial representations are fraught with a complexity of factors, 

it is necessary to recognize that representations of Asian Americans, as well as other People of Color, 

must be acknowledged for their inherent diversity and differences if we seek to transform the 

unconscious and conscious racialized expectations and limitations that are upheld within texts, genres, 

and the publishing industry. 
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Summary 

 Asian American picturebooks may be categorized by genres including realistic fiction, historical 

fiction, biography, fantasy, poetry, wordless, and other. While the picturebooks depict Asian Americans 

in a multitude of ways, the groupings of stories by genre demonstrate how texts include and exclude 

characterizations, narratives, and themes to reflect a national racialized consciousness that considers 

Asian Americans as foreign and as model minorities. The representation of Asian American characters 

and culture are also impacted by conditions related to the marginal publication of Asian American texts 

more broadly and, as a result, are subject to further stereotyping and essentializing mechanisms.  
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CHAPTER 6 
FINDINGS–PHASE TWO 

REPRESENTATIONS OF ASIAN AMERICAN RACIAL/HERITAGE IDENTITIES 
 
 

The central purpose of this research study is to investigate how Asian Americans are 

represented in picturebooks. Phase Two of this study is a critical content and thematic analysis of 356 

Asian American picturebooks, and the findings are divided into two categories—genre and racial 

identity. In this chapter, I present the findings of the analytic process according to the protagonists’ 

racial identity affiliations and examine the third and final research question: How are Asian Americans 

represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity? 

The question of who is depicted and represented in the text set is significant, considering the 

persistent racialization of Asian Americans in U.S. society as a monolith despite their being an expansive 

and rich diaspora (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Therefore, I categorize the picturebooks by the racial and 

heritage identity of the protagonists and report on the number and proportion of picturebooks within 

each category. I also identify and analyze the frequent or common character roles, tropes, and 

archetypes of particular racial/heritage identities that emerged in the text set in order to shed light on 

how specific racial/heritage identities are represented.  

This analysis was conducted with close consideration of the following tenets of AsianCrit, 

conceptualized by Museus and Iftikar (2013):  

• Asianization, the notion that Asian Americans are racialized in specific ways in U.S. society;  

• Strategic (Anti)Essentialism, the notion that Asian American communities both embrace and 

challenge racial categorizations in strategic ways to advance social justice; and  

• Transnational Contexts, the acknowledgement that national and international spaces and 

histories differentially shape the experiences of Asian Americans.  

These three tenets hold strong implications for the racialization of Asian Americans through various 

racial, heritage, and national categorizations.  
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By analyzing the picturebook text according to racial/heritage identity, I identify who is most 

often represented and who is rendered invisible in stories, and I also explore patterns of representation 

within various groupings of Asian Americans. This chapter concludes with a general discussion of 

racial/heritage identity and Asian American picturebooks and a brief summary of findings.   

Racial and Heritage Identity 

 In this section, I report the findings from a categorical organization of the Asian American 

picturebook text set according to the protagonist’s racial/heritage identity. Asian Americanist Jennifer 

Ho (2015) mused that “identity” was perhaps the key term undergirding the entire field of Asian 

American studies; however, she confessed that “trying to define ‘identity’ seems akin to nailing jelly on a 

wall” (p. 125). This is because the term has evolved in meaning and importance to varying degrees in 

various domains. Not only does it reflect a broad range of subjectivities but, in practice, an individual’s 

identity is always political, ideological, and socio-culturally situated (Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Giroux & 

McLaren, 1992; Luke & Freebody, 1999). Capturing the whole of a person’s identity, even that of a 

fictional character, is a supremely difficult task. With this in mind, in my examination of who is 

represented in Asian American picturebooks, I focused more narrowly on racial identity and heritage 

identity.  

 Racial identity is at the crux of Asian American representation, perhaps due to the vast diversity 

of who may be considered Asian American—the only commonality shared by these disparate peoples is 

being Asian in America (Ho, 2015; E. Lee, 2018). However, even this commonality is open to 

interrogation as more Asian Americans identify as biracial or multiracial or find they are being 

represented through other racial lenses (e.g., a dominant White lens). As such, race, which Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) and AsianCrit posit as endemic and embedded within the entirety of U.S. society (Delgado 
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& Stefancic, 2001; Museus & Iftikar, 2013), is assumed to be a significant form of representation for the 

characters in the text set. For this reason, I identified and analyzed protagonists’ racial identities.30  

 In addition to racial identity, protagonists’ identities were often further variegated using identity 

markers such as ethnicity, culture, and heritage. It was of critical importance to identify and analyze 

these identities because the conflation of diverse Asian peoples into a monolith is the chief form of 

racialization for Asians and Asian Americans in U.S. society (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Museus and Iftikar 

(2013) contended that “recognizing and developing intricate knowledge of the diversity and complexity 

that exists within these populations” (p. 26) is vital to Asian American advocacy and scholarship. An 

exploration of who comprises Asian Americans also illuminates who is underrepresented or invisible in 

the text set.  

For the most part, in the text set, a disaggregation of Asian Americans was expressed through 

identity markers indicating ethnic or heritage origin. For example, there were characters that were 

specifically Chinese American, Vietnamese American, and Indian American, among others. To honor the 

subjectivities concerning “place of ancestry” or “family origin,” I use the term heritage identity rather 

than ethnic identity or cultural identity in this analysis. Both ethnicity and culture are particularly loaded 

terms within Asian American studies as they are steeped in long and complex histories of utility and 

scholarship. Historian Robert G. Lee (2015) described culture as “shape-shifting” (p. 41) as it may refer 

to a range of expressions and productions of an individual or group. As such, cultural identity may 

encompass many attributes viewed as unrelated to ancestry, such as religion, political affiliation, and 

language. “Shape-shifting” aptly describes ethnicity as well. In common vernacular, ethnicity may refer 

to a group possessing specific cultural, social, and/or religious traits, but Bonus (2015) argued that for 

Asian Americans, “the major significance of ethnicity lies in its reference to the potentials and power of 

 
30 This analysis uses the racial categories adopted by the U.S. Census Bureau. Please see Chapter 3 for more 
information about these categories.   
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political mobilization for a multiplicity of diverse groups” (p. 78). He further problematized ethnicity as 

being defined in connection to origin or parentage: 

What about those who are racially different from the majority of those within the same ethnic 
group? What about those who move to one or multiple locations after birth (or then go back 
and forth)? . . . And how do we equitably account for subethnic, language, and religious micro 
groups that are internally subsumed under a larger category of affinity?  (Bonus, 2015, p. 79) 
 

His questions make clear that even the marker of ethnicity as an identity affiliation is neither clear-cut 

nor neutral.  

 In light of these complexities, I focused on characters’ heritage identities as I felt the ancestry of 

characters or place of family origin was the principal factor of representation within the texts. I do not 

wish to imply, however, that heritage identities are not fraught with the issues of fluidity, exclusion, and 

(in)equity that complicate cultural and ethnic identities. In fact, AsianCrit contends that all racial 

formations are constructed and manipulated (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Consequently, I prioritized the 

characters’ connections to places of origin but examined these constructions with a lens attuned to 

sociocultural, political, and racialized perspectives. These angles influenced my analysis to account for 

more intersectional markers (Crenshaw, 1990) within racial/heritage identities such as gender, class, and 

political status. Specific examples of these identity affiliations are described in the following sections.  

 To determine the protagonists’ racial/heritage identities, I examined the picturebooks for 

textual or visual clues and/or confirmed the intentionality of racial/heritage depiction with the author or 

illustrator. In cases in which no confirmation was made or there was a lack of textual or visual clues, 

protagonists were labeled using the racial identifier “Asian.” A more detailed description of analytic 

methods and decisions may be found in Chapter 3.  

My analysis revealed that protagonists were represented using the following racial/heritage 

categories: Asian, heritage affiliation, White, mixed race/heritage, and other. If a protagonist evidenced 

an Asian racial identity but no specific heritage identity, the protagonists and subsequently the books 

were categorized as Asian. Texts categorized as heritage affiliation included all texts that presented 
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protagonists who identified with a specific heritage. For the sake of clarity, I aggregate these here into a 

single category labeled “Heritage Affiliation” (see Table 6.1); however, I break down this grouping into 

specific cultural representations in the following sections. Protagonists with biracial or multiracial 

identities were categorized as mixed race, even in instances in which representations also included 

specific heritage backgrounds (e.g., biracial Chinese-White or biracial Japanese-Black identities). The 

categorization of other was used to identify those books that did not fit appropriately in the previous 

categories; this was for various reasons including the absence of a protagonist, the style and/or genre of 

the text or illustrations, and minimal cultural content. Table 6.1 depicts the number and proportion of 

books in each category, representing the racial and heritage identities of protagonists in the 356 Asian 

American picturebooks included in this study.  

Table 6.1   
   
Asian American Picturebooks by Protagonist Racial/Heritage Identity, 1993–2018 
   

Protagonist Identity Number of Books Proportion of Books 
Asian  72 20% 
Heritage Affiliation 217 61% 
White  21 6% 
Mixed Race/Heritage 40 11% 
Other 6 2% 

 

Across the text set of Asian American picturebooks, protagonists were most frequently 

represented with a specific heritage identity, with 217 books, or 61% of the text set, exploring a diverse 

range of Asian heritages and bicultural experiences. In 72 books, or 20% of the text set, protagonists 

were categorized as having Asian racial identities. In these texts, specific heritage affiliations were not 

discernible. Presumably, these books included representations of East Asian Americans, South Asian 

Americans, and Southeast Asian Americans, though most contained little to no cultural content aside 

from the character depictions. In 40 books, or 11% of the text set, Asian American protagonists were 

represented with mixed racial and mixed heritage identities. These included texts in which specific 
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biracial and multiracial identities were explicitly stated and/or explored as well as those in which the 

race and/or heritage affiliations were only implied in the illustrations. Surprisingly, 21 picturebooks, or 

6% of the text set, had White protagonists. These included a number of adoption-themed texts that 

largely focused on White family members as they prepared to meet an Asian adopted infant, as well as 

other books with White narrators or subjects. Lastly, six books, or 2%, were categorized as other for 

various reasons including unknown racial/heritage identities and narration by animals/plants rather than 

human characters. Each category is described in further detail in the following sections.  

Asian  

Overall, 72 picturebooks, or 20% of the text set, contained protagonists presented as Asian. In 

these texts, the protagonists held racial identities as Asians but did not have specific ethnic, or heritage 

affiliations. Ho (2015) explained the rationale for constructing a racial, panethnic grouping of Asian 

Americans and contended that “those with Asian ancestry in the United States are united . . . through 

the political reality of the history of racialization” (p. 125). AsianCrit advances this notion as well in its 

tenet of Asianization, which declares that society racializes all Asian Americans firstly as a monolith, and 

then as model minorities, forever foreigners, and yellow perils (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Therefore, in 

my analysis of these representations of racial identities, I looked for how this racialization might have 

occurred in the texts. In the following sections, I describe two main patterns of representation including 

racial signifiers and variety of content.  

Racial Signifiers 

The racialization of character representations was primarily evidenced in the characters’ implied 

cultural identities. In other words, these protagonists were classified with racial identities, but visual 

cues in their illustrated depictions often implied more narrowed grouping. It was impossible to ignore 

that an overwhelming majority of these books depicted protagonists who could reasonably be perceived 

as East Asian American. This was true of 66 out of the 72 books in this category. The visual cues 
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predominantly implied East Asian identities, often relying on a combination of stereotypical physical 

traits, such as pale skin tone, straight black hair, and mono-lidded eyes. For example, in texts such as A 

Drop of Rain (Wong, 1995), Little Dog Poems (O’Connell, 1999), and My Little Sister and Me (Lam, 2016), 

characters were illustrated with these racial markers and were affirmed as “Asian” or “East Asian” by 

reviewers such as School Library Journal and Kirkus Reviews. Moreover, a majority of these depictions 

were illustrated by illustrators with East Asian backgrounds, which may support an implied East Asian 

representation in the texts.  

Interestingly, 20 of the 72 texts in this category were illustrated by non-Asian illustrators and 

nearly all of these also were depictions that employed East Asian racial markers. For example, The Can-

Do Thanksgiving (Pomeranc, 1998) was illustrated by White American Nancy Cote and featured a 

protagonist named Dee. Dee is depicted with pale, yellowish skin and a pageboy haircut featuring 

straight, short black hair and blunt-cut bangs. She does not have eye folds or creases and wears large 

glasses. Similar depictions of Asian protagonists were in The Best Single Mom in the World: How I Was 

Adopted (2001), the four-part Magnolia Says Don’t! series by Elise Parsley (2015, 2016, 2017, 2018), 

Polka Dot for Poppy (Schwartz, 2016), and Grow Happy (Lasser & Foster Lasser, 2017) and its sequel 

Grow Grateful (Lasser & Foster Lasser, 2018). Another connection between these texts (with the 

exception of The Can-Do Thanksgiving) is that all are stories of adopted Asian girls.  

In her dissertation study, Sung (2009) described her unease at the frequency and inauthenticity 

of pageboy and bowl-cut hairstyles in Korean American picturebooks, saying, “I know [that haircut] is far 

from what Korean parents would like . . . looking at [these characters] provoked a strong response from 

me” (p. 201). She goes so far as to say that her initial response to a particular book was that the 

protagonist “cannot be a Korean” (p. 201) with such a hairstyle. The strength of such a response begs 

the question– if such hairstyles are inauthentic, then what explains their frequency in Asian American 

picturebooks?  Sung mused that the short hair coupled with blunt bangs recalled representations of 
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Asian children from the 1940s, during which strict dress codes in schools were in place. Importantly, this 

idea connects this visual representation of Asian children with schooling, as well as characteristics 

associated with it, such as quiet obedience and studiousness. In this way, these depictions of Asian racial 

identity construct and maintain a stereotype, one that is likely tied to the model minority trope, which 

positions Asian Americans as compliant (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). More than that, however, the 

frequency of this physical representation of Asian children in picturebooks (including a page-boy hair 

style, pale or light skin tone, and monolidded eyes) is a reminder of how Asian racial identities are 

frequently established and reiterated through the use of stereotypes and the cultural imaginaries of 

dominant forces (E. Lee, 2015). This may explain the adoption link between the texts as well, as White 

authors and illustrators rely on stereotypical markers to relay a character’s foreignness. However, as 

Sung (2009) pointed out, characters representing the mainstream are given a range of hairstyles and 

physical traits, so why shouldn’t Asian American characters be given the same opportunity?  

Though the racial identities of protagonists were predominantly evident through visual markers 

such as skin color and hairstyle, the Asian identities were also alluded to in more indirect ways. Several 

texts included either textual or visual details suggestive of cultural traditions or social mores of an Asian 

racial identity. For example, Stranger in the Mirror (Say, 1995) was a fantastical story of a young boy 

who wakes up one morning to find he has the face of an elderly man. The story did not explicitly name 

his heritage identity or provide explicit references to an Asian identity or Asian culture. However, the 

narrative briefly noted that the young boy’s grandfather had previously lived with him in the home but 

was no longer there. The themes also centered on aging and the importance of acknowledging the 

elderly’s humanity, a slight but notable difference from the more common themes of grandparent–

grandchild relationships typically found in children’s literature. These nuances hinted at cultural values 

and beliefs, imbuing the text with a representation of Asian identity that went beyond characters’ 

physical markers. Similarly subtle clues were found in other texts, from a character’s donning of house 
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slippers to siblings sharing a bed, that deepened the representation of Asian racial identities beyond. 

physical traits. 

However, the clearest form of racialization in this category was the gross conflation of Asian 

racial identities with East Asian subjectivities. Only a small number of texts in this category depicted 

protagonists with textual or visual cues more suggestive of a South Asian or Southeast Asian background 

(e.g., physical traits, clothing styles, or religious cues). Equating East Asian representation with Asian or 

Asian American representation is not a novel phenomenon. Sharma (2015) argued that “‘Yellow’ is often 

the expected terminology with which to discuss Asian Americans, as it has long been the American 

referent for the ‘Yellow peril’ formerly known as the ‘Orientals’” (p. 18). As a result, those Asian 

Americans that do not identify as East Asian, particularly those who consider themselves “Brown,” are 

both “unsettled and untethered” (Sharma, 2015, p. 18).  

Brown Asian Americans. It is important to recognize that the physical (i.e., racial/phenotypic) 

representations of Asian Americans are tied to social and political identities. Specifically, the formation 

of “Brown Asian Americans” and the “Brown Asian American Movement” (Nadal, 2020) imbues racial 

identifiers (i.e., skin color) with a political stance. As noted by Sharma (2015), historically, the term 

“Asian American” originated in order to politicize Asians in the U.S. and align them with the Yellow 

Power Movement, as well as other civil rights movements of Black Americans, women, and Chicanx 

Americans during the 1960s and 70s. However, the locutionary efforts to define this massive diaspora 

has always been contentious. At the time, many South and Southeast Asians “vocally protested the 

terminology, as they did not identify with the term ‘yellow’ and instead identified as ‘brown’” (Nadal, 

2020, para. 4). Nevertheless, the socio-political usage of “Yellow Power” continued, with the 

consequence of East Asian Americans being “centered as the dominant voice in the Asian American 

movement, and later in Asian American Studies” (Nadal, 2020, para. 4). Subsequently, beginning in the 

late 1960s and continuing on in various forms today, a divide between East Asians and “Brown Asians” 
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(i.e., all non-East Asians) arose, in which “Brown” had less to do with being a physical marker of 

difference and more of a way to “differentiate people who have felt invisible” (David, para. 14, as cited 

in Donella, 2017). 

This history serves as a reminder that racial distinction has always been about more than skin 

color, or phenotypic difference. After all, black, white, yellow, and red are not literal descriptors and do 

not account for the wide-ranging overlap of skin color among races. Among East Asians, there are many 

people with deep brown skin and many others with light, fair skin. The same is true for South Asians and 

Southeast Asians, whom all range in color and skin tone. Thus, the importance of Brown as a racial 

signifier, particularly in U.S. contexts, has more to do with political status than actual skin tone.  

Yet, it is also the case that skin color among Asians is laden with racialized ideologies of 

colonialism, class, and beauty. East Asia, and South Korea in particular, are notorious for valuing light 

skin tones, investing billions of dollars annually in a cosmetics industry that promotes skin-lightening and 

whitening products and procedures (Noble, 2019). However, this social preference for light skin extends 

throughout all of Asia. India’s caste system is built upon intertwined systems of skin color and class, and 

pale skin has become a critical marker of class allegiance in many Southeast Asian countries (Rodrigo-

Caldeira, 2017). The origins of these colorist ideologies are complex. For some nations in South and 

Southeast Asia, long histories of colonization and military interventions by Western forces have 

influenced standards of beauty, while more contemporary media influences (e.g., K-pop, television 

dramas) in East Asia have also made a significant impact (Grover, 2020; Salva, 2019). Others have argued 

that the colorism is simply a manifestation of anti-Black racism, and still others have pointed to the 

antiquated notions of a society and land built on farm labor as the principle factor (Rheins, 2019). 

Regardless, skin color for many Asians is more than a racial marker–it is also an indicator of wealth, 

social status, and geo-political stance.   
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Increasingly, Asian Americans have been vocal about embracing a Brown identity. For example, 

in 2016 the hashtag #BrownAsiansExist went viral on Twitter, advocating for more South and Southeast 

Asian visibility in media, and more recently, the hashtag #BrownandProud has been circulating heavily 

on platforms such as Instagram and TikTok (David et al., 2016, Ramirez, 2018). These social media 

movements spotlight a thriving collection of voices that are not only resisting erasure from East Asian 

constructions of Asian Americans but are also fighting back against the colorism in their communities. 

For example, the crowning of Filipino Catriona Gray as Miss Universe in 2018 set off a media hailstorm 

among many Southeast Asian communities who argued about whether Gray looked Filipino “enough” 

(Dollanganger, 2018; Tai, 2018). Filipino American Nina Loleng was held up as young voice of the new 

generation when she tweeted about Gray’s win: “She’s beautiful based on Western beauty standards. 

Show me my wide-nosed girls with darker skin and coarse, frizzy hair” (ninaloleng, 2018). 

However, the invisibility of the girls described by Loleng extends past Hollywood and beauty 

pageants into the world of picturebooks. Not only were there few representations of Brown Asians, but 

largely, those that did portray non-East Asians did so through a veil of ambiguity rather than the pride 

and agency exhibited in social media. This obscurity was on display in texts such as Goodbye Summer, 

Hello Autumn (2016) and Goodbye Autumn, Hello Winter (2017) by Kenard Park. In these texts, the main 

characters had racial markers such as brown skin and dark hair, but there were few other clues as to 

racial or heritage identity. As a result, of the former text, major review sources including Publishers 

Weekly, The Horn Book Guide, and Kirkus Reviews all noted that the protagonist had brown skin, but 

none identified the child as Asian American. This ambiguity is troubling, as it supports the “untethering” 

of brown skin with a particular racial or ethnic identity and the continued erasure of South and 

Southeast Asian Americans.
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Variety of Content 

Other than implied geographic identities, the other key finding in this category of texts was the 

great variation in content as well as a wide range of genres. For example, among the texts with 

protagonists exhibiting only Asian racial identities, genres included contemporary realistic fiction (e.g., 

Jamaica and Brianna, Havill, 1993; The Best Single Mom in the World: How I was Adopted, Zisk, 2001), 

poetry (e.g., Alex and the Wednesday Chess Club; Wong, 2004; Little Dog Poems, O’Connell, 1999), and 

fantasy (e.g., The Hole in the Middle, Budnitz, 2011; Tiger in My Soup, Sheth, 2013) as well as subgenres 

such as humor (e.g., If You Ever Want to Bring an Alligator to School, Don’t!, Parsley, 2015; Let Me 

Finish!, Le, 2016) and nature fiction (e.g., In the Small, Small Pond, Fleming, 1993; Tracks in the Snow, 

Yee, 2003). The format of wordless texts also appeared several times in this subset of picturebooks (e.g., 

La La La: A Story of Hope, DiCamillo, 2017; Last Night, Yum, 2008; Pool, Lee, 2011). This variation was 

not only wide-reaching, resulting in a multitude of different types of stories starring Asian Americans, 

but it was also rare among the other categorizations of texts discussed in this chapter.  

In contrast, the overwhelming majority of books featuring specific heritage identities were 

works of contemporary realistic fiction (see Chapter 5 for more information on genre), suggesting that 

ambiguity of heritage or ethnic identity perhaps allowed for more active exploration of genre. To wit, an 

implied racial identity coupled with a lack of cultural specificity helped free the imagining of the Asian 

American characters in these texts. McCloud (1994) theorized a similar relationship in comics, whereby a 

continuum of representation from realistic to abstract coincided with a work’s ability to symbolize 

something or encourage the reader to identify with it. Thus, an abstract sketch of a character such as 

Dilbert©, could come to represent office workers at large, while a more detailed rendering of a 

character such as Lex Luthor©, could only represent a particular person or type of person (McCloud, 

1994). In this category on racial identities and the following on heritage identities, a similar progression 

of representation is visible, with the more broadly depicted characters cast more imaginatively and the 
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more detailed characters portraying a sense of realism. Thus, the characters depicted solely with racial 

identities (largely through omission of heritage/cultural details) are creatively utilized in a variety of 

genres, subgenres, and roles; in contrast, the characters depicted with specific heritage identities were 

most typically present in genres rooted in realism and in more limited roles (e.g., immigrant, 

grandmother, language learner).  

The rationale for such a pattern is presumably that characters with broad identifications may 

then allow more readers to identify with the story while characters with specific identity affiliations tell 

more contextualized narratives. However, it must be recognized that this line of reasoning is imbued 

with racialized ideologies. Specifically, this pattern insinuates that characters with specific heritage 

identities are less plausible, or less appealing, in a wider variety of roles. Thus, characters with explicit 

heritage identities are less common in genres associated with creativity and imagination, such as fantasy 

and poetry, as well as in the format of wordless books.  

Returning to the relevancy of genres to Asian American representation brought up in Chapter 5, 

the importance of recognizing ideologies in genres are key to unmasking racialized representations. 

Botelho & Rudman (2009) stressed, “Conventions, social agreements, and expectations influence what 

gets said and not said. Genres are one way to control human discourse and manage ideology; they are 

the material representation of ideology” (p. 193). This analysis reveals that social expectations dictate 

that Asians may be imagined in a multitude of roles so long as they adhere to Asianizing (Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013) forces that keep them as a monolithic and mysterious representation of the “East.” This is 

demonstrated in the diverse range of stories, genres, and formats in the texts featuring Asian characters 

without specific heritage identities and the concurrent limitation of genre and format in the texts 

featuring characters with specific heritage identities. Consequently, when characters are humanized 

with cultural, ethnic, and heritage identities, as well as national identities as Americans, the realm of 

possibility becomes smaller.  
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Summary 

In 20% of the picturebook text set, Asian Americans were represented with racial identities that 

lacked explicit mention of heritage affiliations. Primarily, these texts provided representations of 

characters who looked East Asian, often possessing stereotypical physical markers of East Asian identity. 

This conflation of Asian and East Asian was an example of Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) in the 

text set, as it neglected South Asian and Southeast Asian representation in Asian racial identity. 

Additionally, the storylines and genres of these texts were varied in comparison to texts in the other 

categories of racial/heritage identity. This suggested a pattern of representation connecting broad Asian 

racial identities to a wider range of storying and revealed implicit racial ideologies undergirding Asian 

American representations.  

Heritage Affiliation 

The majority of Asian American picturebooks included protagonists representing specific 

heritage identities (e.g., Chinese American, Indian American). In total, 217 books, or 61% of Asian 

American picturebooks, were identified in this category. Table 6.2 depicts the breakdown of this 

category according to East Asian, South Asian, and Southeast Asian representation and the specific 

heritage affiliations that these groupings are comprised of. Of prime significance in the data is the 

disproportionate nature of heritage representation among the books in this text set, with East Asian 

heritage affiliations representing the overwhelming majority of books in this category, followed by 

relatively proportionate and minimal representations of South Asian and Southeast Asian heritage 

affiliations. The specific heritage identities within these three regional affiliations also show an 

imbalance in representation with some heritage identities dominating others. Critically, many heritage 

identities (e.g., Indonesian American, Nepali American, Malaysian American) were absent from the text 

set completely. 
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Table 6.2    
    
Asian American Heritage Identity Picturebooks by Protagonist Heritage Identity 
    

Heritage Identity  Number of Books Proportion of Books 
East Asian American  166 77% 

 Chinese American* 93 43% 
 Taiwanese American 2 1% 
 Japanese and Japanese 

American* 
34 16% 

 Korean American 37 17% 
South Asian American  27 12% 

 Indian American 20 9% 
 Pakistani American 5 2% 
 Bengali American 2 1% 

Southeast Asian 
American 

 24 11% 

 Vietnamese American 10 5% 
 Filipino American 5 2% 
 Cambodian and Cambodian 

American 
4 2% 

 Thai American 2 1% 
 Hmong American 2 1% 
 Laotian American 1 0.5% 

Note: *denotes one text with two protagonists including one Chinese American and one Japanese 
American. This was the only text to be counted twice.  
 
 Overall, books with main characters reflecting an East Asian heritage comprised 77% of the 

books in this category. Chinese American protagonists were the most common, representing 43% of the 

books in this category, followed by Korean American protagonists representing 17% and Japanese 

Americans representing 16% of the books in this category. These proportions only reflect the 217 books 

identified as having characters with a specific heritage identity. It is likely that the proportion of East 

Asian representations are much higher when accounting for the other categories included in this 

analysis. For example, among the books identified as having characters holding racial identities as Asians 

the majority of texts included characters who could reasonably be assumed to be East Asian. In addition, 

books with White protagonists still reflected a heritage culture; most commonly, these were 

representative of East Asian heritages.  



 252 

 South Asian and Southeast Asian heritage representations were comparatively minimal. Most of 

the specific heritage identities reflected within these categories were only identified in five or fewer 

books. The two exceptions were books with Indian American protagonists (20 books) and Vietnamese 

American protagonists (10 books). Due to the minimal representation of these heritage affiliations in the 

other categories, overall, it is clear that South Asian Americans and Southeast Asian Americans are 

seldom depicted in children’s literature.  

These findings make clear that the Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of the picturebook text 

set occurs primarily through the lumping together of various Asian Americans into a single monolith. 

However, it is important to recall that monolithic representations of Asian Americans have taken 

numerous forms throughout history, such as the hordes of yellow peril or the omnipresent model 

minority (Iftikar & Museus, 2018). Thus, Asianization is not limited to the aggregation of Asian 

Americans under one racial or panethnic umbrella; this is evidenced in the smaller proportion of books 

identified with protagonists holding broad Asian racial identities. In fact, the majority of picturebooks in 

this study presented characters or stories centered around specific heritages or cultures. Rather, the 

monolithic representation of Asian Americans is predominantly constructed via East Asian 

representations that subsume South Asian and Southeast Asian voices and stories. This is demonstrated 

in Table 6.2, which shows the comparative numbers of books published about heritage cultures. 

However, this is evident even among books in which specific heritage cultures are not named– as the 

previous section on Asian racial identity revealed, the majority of texts showcasing characters with 

implicit Asian racial identities were most likely also East Asian representations.  

In the following, I breakdown East Asian, South Asian, and Southeast Asian heritage 

representations and further describe specific heritage identity representations. In each of these 

sections, I consider how representations may be analyzed using a lens of AsianCrit. Specifically, I 
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examine how the racial/heritage groupings of characters uphold or disrupt the AsianCrit tenets of 

strategic (anti)essentialism, intersectionality, and transnational contexts (Museus & Iftikar, 2013).   

East Asian Heritage 

In sum, 166 books, or 77% of the books featuring protagonists with specific heritage identities, 

were found to have main characters of an East Asian heritage.  

Chinese American Heritage. In total, 93 books were identified as having Chinese American 

protagonists. Unique among the texts representing specific Asian heritages, Chinese American 

picturebooks were published in every year of this study.  A majority of these texts were works of 

contemporary realistic fiction though there were also a number of texts focused on history, including 

biographies and works of historical fiction.  

Within this category of texts, several patterns of representation emerged. Firstly, nearly half of 

the stories spotlighted protagonists and their families engaging with elements of Chinese culture; most 

typically this included celebrations of traditional holidays (e.g., Henry’s First Moon Birthday, Look, 2001; 

My First Chinese New Year, Katz, 2004;  Rabbit Mooncakes, Krakauer, 1994; Sam and the Lucky Money, 

Chinn, 1995), cooking and/or eating Chinese food (e.g., Big Jimmy’s Kum Kau Chinese Take Out, Lewin, 

2001; Dim Sum for Everyone!, Lin, 2001; The Ugly Vegetables, Lin, 1999), and exploring elements of 

Chinese language (e.g., At the Beach, Lee, 1994; In the Leaves, Lee, 2004). Additionally, cultural 

traditions, games, and martial arts such as kite-flying, mahjong, and tai-chi, were also present in stories. 

In this way, picturebooks featuring Chinese American protagonists often centralized Chinese culture for 

readers.  

Another way this occurred was by spotlighting Chinatowns in the settings of stories. 

Approximately 10% of the books with Chinese American protagonists focused directly on Chinatowns 

(e.g., Chinatown, Low, 1997; Gai See: What You Can See in Chinatown, Thong, 2007; My Chinatown: One 

Year in Poems, Mark, 2002) and several others also were partially set in Chinatowns (e.g., Crouching 
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Tiger, Compestine, 2011; Sam and the Lucky Money, Chinn, 1995; The Last Dragon, Nunes, 1995). In 

these books, secondary Chinese American characters frequently occupied roles as restaurant owners or 

workers, shopkeepers, and laborers (e.g., fishmongers, shoe cobbler, fortunetellers). Cultural depictions 

of characters were also common; these included characters as lion and dragon dancers, cabbage boys, 

and martial artists. Other, more atypical representations of Chinese Americans were also depicted and 

included a homeless man, an ice cream store owner, and an art teacher. However, the most common 

depictions of Chinese American texts were those that were directly tied to surface-level aspects of 

Chinese culture.  

Secondly, another major pattern to emerge regarded the frequent roles of Chinese American 

characters. Though Chinese American characters were represented in a variety of roles throughout the 

text set, most consistently, characters occupied roles within a family unit. Thus, stories commonly 

featured representations of grandparents, extended family members such as aunties and uncles, and 

parents and siblings. Importantly, the linguistic references to some family members were signifiers of 

cultural, ethnic, and regional diversity. For example, grandparents were called various names, reflecting 

nuances in identity due to geographic region, dialects, registers, and paternal/maternal relations, such 

as Agong, Gung gung, Poh poh, and Nai nai. In Popo’s Lucky Chinese New Year (Loh-Hagan, 2016), the 

protagonist calls her grandmother PoPo, using an informal Cantonese term for maternal grandmother. 

While there are few other indicators in the text, the use of this particular term may be suggestive of 

several identity markers, including an affiliation with specific geographic regions such as Southeastern 

China or Hong Kong as well as close relationships with older generations. Additionally, several texts by 

Lenore Look (e.g., Henry’s First-Moon Birthday, 2001; Love As Strong As Ginger, 1999), while using 

majority-Cantonese terms in their narrative, refer to the grandmother as Gnin-Gnin. This is a Taishanese 

term (a dialect spoken in the Guangdong province) and thus indicative of an even more regionally 

specific identity. These are significant distinctions, as linguistic dialects in China are tied to hierarchies of 
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power and are consequently indicators of intersecting class, ethnic, and political affiliations. Therefore, 

many of these texts provide more intersectional (Crenshaw, 1990) representations of Chinese 

Americans, though texts generally did not explore these explicitly.  

 In contrast, several texts used Nai nai, the Mandarin term for grandmother (e.g., Double 

Happiness, Ling, 2015; Shanghai Messenger, Cheng, 2005). Other texts used variations of Nai Nai; for 

example, the protagonist of Goldfish and Chrysanthemums (Cheng, 2013) referred to her grandmother 

as NiNi. Presumably, the use of Mandarin may suggest belonging to the Han ethnic majority, or it may 

also be the case that the nuances in terminology and/or romanization are a result of an emerging 

“multiethnolect,” or a new dialect birthed and shaped by forces related to immigration (McWhorter, 

2015). Another text, Tashi and the Tibetan Flower Cure (Rose, 2011) used a less common term to refer 

to grandfather–Popola. Reflecting the Standard Tibetan dialect, this terminology may then be 

understood as a marker of a political and ethnic identity that stands in stark contrast to a mainland 

Chinese identity. Though such details seem slight, the frequency of grandparents and family members as 

characters within these texts, coupled with the variation in language, provide evidence of authorial 

resistance to Asianizing mechanisms (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) that not only portray Asian America as a 

monolith but also disregard the wide disparities within countries themselves. In these texts, authors 

legitimize cultural values, languages, and practices, particularly in honoring intergenerational 

relationships while also contextualizing linguistic and social differences. 

Aside from family roles, I also found that 21 texts, or 23% of the 93 books identified with 

Chinese American protagonists, represented Chinese characters as adoptees; 15 of these texts were 

written by White authors. This is a significant finding, affecting nearly one in every 4 Chinese American 

picturebooks. Several stories focused on the adoption process or journey and consequently, were 

narrated by White mothers and portrayed the Chinese characters as babies or young children (e.g., 

Finding Joy, Coste, 2006; Mommy Far, Mommy Near, Peacock, 2000). Fewer stories explored the 
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experiences of older adopted children, but these included characters questioning their different 

appearances, their names, and navigating school experiences (e.g., Orange Peel’s Pocket, Lewis, 2010; 

Star of the Week: A Story of Love, Adoption, and Brownies with Sprinkles, Friedman, 2009). Overall, these 

texts explored issues of assimilation, acculturation, and identity, themes that are at the core of Asian 

American experience. However, that such a large number of texts positioned Chinese American 

characters in foreign-adjacent roles is evidence of the ongoing Asianization of Chinese Americans as 

forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998). Further, the redundancy of these narratives coupled with the 

domination of White authorship suggests a bias in who is given a platform to tell Chinese American 

stories. 

Taiwanese American Heritage. Only two books were identified as reflecting Taiwanese 

American heritage, making it impossible to identify consistent patterns in representation of Taiwanese 

American identities. However, both texts provided significant representations that disrupted the 

Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) of characters. In Hannah is My Name (Yang, 2004), the young 

protagonist and her parents are portrayed as recent immigrants who struggle to assimilate to a new 

culture and neighborhood as they await their green cards. Based on the author’s own life, the story 

presents rare depictions of Asian Americans as undocumented workers, a representation that is 

contrary to that of the model minority. In The Shadow in the Moon: A Tale of the Mid-Autumn Festival 

(Matula, 2018), a group of children celebrate the Mid-Autumn festival with their grandmother. Resisting 

monolithic aggregations of Chinese and Taiwanese American identities, this story asserted a socio-

political stance by using the term Ah-ma for grandmother, as opposed to Nai nai or Popo, reflecting the 

preferred cultural title in Taiwan.    

Japanese American Heritage. In total, 34 books were identified as having main characters of a 

Japanese heritage identity. While most of these characters were Japanese American, two protagonists 

were of a Japanese nationality and identity. These two exceptions, including Honda: The Boy Who 
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Dreamed of Cars (Weston, 2008) and Thirty Minutes Over Oregon: A Japanese Pilot’s World War II Story 

(Nobleman, 2018), were both biographies about Soichiro Honda and Nobua Fujita, respectively, who 

impacted U.S. history and/or society in critical ways. Notably, both texts explored the discrimination and 

racism experienced by the Japanese men while in the U.S.  

The remainder of books featured Japanese American protagonists. These stories mostly 

included representations of Japanese Americans through the genres of historical fiction, biographies and 

contemporary realistic fiction. The clearest pattern of representation to emerge within the Japanese 

American text set concerned setting. Recurrently, Japanese American characters were viewed through a 

historical lens focused on Japanese American prison camps during WWII. In all, 14 books, or 41% of the 

text set, concerned characters’ incarceration experiences. 

Within hours of the bombing of Pearl Harbor by Japanese aircrafts on December 7, 1941, 

Japanese and Japanese Americans in the U.S. began to be rounded up by police and government 

officials, taken to jail, and declared enemies of the state (E. Lee, 2015). Over 120,000 Japanese 

Americans were eventually removed from their homes and imprisoned in camps; further, approximately 

half of the incarcerated were children (Zia, 2000). Consequently, this period in U.S.  history may be 

understood as profoundly traumatic and impactful to Japanese Americans and Asian Americans at large, 

as racism and discrimination was manifested in ways that were impossible to ignore or excuse, yet rarely 

reported on.  

In this light, it is easy to understand why Japanese American incarceration is such a central topic 

among the picturebooks. Several texts were based on true stories of the author and/or illustrator’s own 

experiences, or that of a family member; these were often noted in descriptive author’s notes included 

in the texts or revealed in external sources such as interviews. For example, prolific and award-winning 

children’s author Yoshiko Uchida wrote The Bracelet (1993), drawing on her own memories of leaving 

her home and enduring loss and depression within the camps. Other creators also drew from personal 
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experiences; Isao Kikuchi, illustrator of Bluejay in the Desert (Shigekawa, 1993), was incarcerated at 

Manzanar, a camp located in California, Amy Lee-Tai, author of A Place Where Sunflowers Grow (2006), 

recollected stories told by her mother and grandmother’s stories, and Katie Yamasaki, author and 

illustrator of Fish for Jimmy (2013), based her text on her family’s experiences in a Colorado camp. A 

framework of AsianCrit reveals that these authors and illustrators, by telling their own stories, produced 

works of (re)constructive history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) that resisted the silencing and erasure of Asian 

American histories. These works also provided documentation of what Japanese American youth fantasy 

writer Traci Chee described as two types of truth–factual truth as well as emotional truth (Sutton, 2020). 

This is especially evident with closer analysis of the publishing timeline of several texts.  

Historian E. Lee (2015) stated that during WWII, almost the entirety of the U.S.’ Japanese and 

Japanese American population was forcibly removed from their homes and incarcerated. Yet, redress 

was not given or acknowledged until decades later. It was not until 1988 that President Ronald Reagan 

signed the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 which officially apologized for internment and authorized 

reparations. In this piece of legislation, the government admitted that the military actions against 

Japanese Americans were based on “race prejudice, war hysteria, and a failure of political leadership” 

(Civil Liberties Act, 1988). It is jarring to consider the belated nature of this acknowledgement, 

particularly because it turns Japanese American incarceration and redress into a contemporary issue 

rather than one belonging to the far-off past. This explains the abundance of books published in the 

early years of this study. For example, out of the 11 Asian American picturebooks published in 1993, 

four included Japanese American experiences during WWII (including Baseball Saved Us, Mochizuki; 

Bluejay in the Desert, Shigekawa; Grandfather’s Journey, Say; and The Bracelet, Uchida). These children’s 

books, published soon after the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, may then be understood as current and 

relevant counterstories (Delgado, 1989) that described Japanese American lived experiences to a 
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dominant American audience that had long ignored the injustices done to the Japanese American 

people.  

For the most part, in these stories Japanese American characters were positioned in a variety of 

ways. Though the centering of incarceration camps made clear that they were being racialized as 

enemies, traitors, and people to be feared during this time in U.S. history, the individual storylines often 

emphasized their resistance, innovation, and agency while in the camps. For example, characters were 

depicted as mobilizing communities through sports and recreation (e.g., Barbed Wire Baseball, Moss, 

2013; Baseball Saved Us, Mochizuki, 1993), as escaping (and returning) to camps to help siblings (e.g., 

Fishing for Jimmy, Yamasaki, 2013), and fighting on behalf of the U.S. in the real life 442nd Regiment 

Combat team (e.g., Heroes, Mochizuki, 1995).  

Korean American Heritage. In total, 37 books were identified as having Korean American 

protagonists. Nearly all of the texts were works of contemporary realistic fiction in which characters 

were portrayed in ways that were connected to immigration. Characters were positioned both as recent 

immigrants and 1.5 or 2nd generation Korean Americans (i.e., their parents were immigrants) and as 

such, they were also frequently depicted as English language learners and small business owners. 

Regarding the latter, these included grocery-store owners, a pet store owner, a dry cleaner owner, a 

food truck owner, and a tofu factory owner.  

The ties connecting Korean immigration, English proficiency, and small businesses are 

entrenched in the Korean American identity. E. Lee (2015) described this historical progression, 

beginning with the first major wave of Korean immigrants in the late 1960s and early 1970s:  

Professionals and students made up the bulk of the initial wave of Korean immigrants, including 
physicians, nurses, pharmacists, and dentists. But . . . they have not always been able to work 
within these same professions once in the United States. Professional certifications from Korea 
were not always accepted in the United States, and immigrants suffered from their lack of 
English fluency . . .  As a result of their declining professional status, many Korean immigrants . . . 
pooled their resources with other Koreans in a credit-rotating system known as kae and opened 
up their own businesses. (pp. 299-300) 
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Consequently, the numerous representations of Korean Americans within this confluence of 

immigration, language, and business ownership are reflections of IRL trends, as well as the realities of 

transnationalism in Asian American lives. However, though the character roles may have reflected this 

historicity, there were few texts that explored these representations with any depth. At most, texts 

alluded to how the U.S. offered employment opportunities. For example, in Father’s Rubber Shoes (Heo, 

1995), the protagonists’ father, who owned a small bodega, described receiving a gift of special shoes 

when he was younger and he tells his son, “I want to give you something–like my rubber shoes, but 

something you can have all the time” (n.p.). Implicitly, a parallel is being made between the shoes and a 

new life in America symbolizing new and better opportunities. While the text explored the hardships 

and sacrifices made by immigrants, these were related to leaving behind old friends and customs and 

failed to interrogate dominant ideologies of meritocracy and America as a land of opportunity (Delgado, 

1989). 

In addition, the character role of a Korean grandmother, or halmoni, was prioritized in many 

stories, appearing in 12 books. Most often, halmonis acted as cultural gateways into Korean culture, 

history, and language for child protagonists and were commonly shown cooking food, telling family 

stories or history, and speaking Korean. In several of these texts, halmonis were dressed in hanboks, or 

traditional Korean dresses, as literal manifestations of Korean heritage (e.g., Halmoni and the Picnic, 

Choi, 1993; Halmoni’s Day, Bercaw, 2000; The Trip Back Home, Wong, 2000). In other texts, they also 

represented the acculturation from heritage to dominant cultures. For example, in A Piece of Home 

(Watts, 2016), a family moves from South Korea to West Virginia. The beginning of the story described 

the halmoni: “In Korea, my grandmother was a wise and wonderful teacher. When students bowed, she 

held her shoulders erect, but her eyes sparkled” (n.p.). After immigrating, the text noted a change in 

halmoni: “In West Virginia, my grandmother stays home, and she does not hold her shoulders erect, and 
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her eyes don’t gleam–not at all” (n.p.). Consequently, halmoni provides a representation of the harsh 

realities of immigration. 

 Among the Korean American texts, there were also a few more atypical representations of 

Korean Americans that did not focus on immigration or language. Two biographies, including Sixteen 

Years in Sixteen Seconds (Yoo, 2005) and Chef Roy Choi and the Street Food Remix (Martin & Lee, 2017), 

focused on Korean Americans Sammy Lee and Roy Choi, respectively. In these texts, Lee was recognized 

for being an Olympic gold-medalist in swimming, as well as a medical doctor and swimming coach, while 

Choi was celebrated as a renowned ‘street-cook’, community activist, and investor. The variety of roles 

occupied by these Korean Americans was a welcome addition to the text set. Another title, Where’s 

Halmoni? (Kim, 2017), stood out for its uncommon representation of a halmoni as a mischievous folk 

tale creature, injecting a rare twist of fantasy and humor in largely grounded and serious collection of 

stories.  

South Asian Heritage 

A total of 27 books, or 13% of the books featuring heritage identities, represented protagonists 

with South Asian heritage. The great majority of these texts centered Indian characters, while the 

remaining books contained representations of Bengali Americans and Pakistani Americans. Other South 

Asian national heritages from countries such as Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and more were not 

represented at all within Asian American picturebooks.  

Indian American Heritage. Twenty books, or 74% of the books representing South Asian 

heritages, were texts that had Indian American protagonists. These were largely works of contemporary 

realistic fiction that centered on cultural content such as holidays, Hinduism, and traditions. Nearly all of 

the books highlighted an aspect of Indian culture, history, or religion within the storyline, illustrations, 

and text. For example, books revolved around topics such Diwali, yoga, saris, Hinduism, and special 

foods such as roti and gulab jamuns; subsequently, Indian American characters were most frequently 
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portrayed as family members–such as mothers and siblings, but also grandfathers and uncles– as well as 

neighborhood figures, such as babysitters and store owners. A notable inclusion within this set was 

Chachaji’s Cup (Krishnaswami, 2003), a story about a young boy and his great-uncle, and the only text to 

spotlight a historical context–the 1947 partition of India and Pakistan. Not only did the topic introduce a 

historical event that is rarely mentioned in children’s literature, but it also provided one of the few 

representations of Indian characters as refugees and military members. 

  In the majority of these texts, characters were also represented with religious identities. 

Mostly, characters were presented as Hindus through story lines that involved Hindu deities such as 

Hanuman and Ganesha, illustrative clues (e.g., bindis, religious statues), and textual descriptions of 

practices such as celebrating special festivals or yoga. More rarely, characters of other religious beliefs 

were presented. The only text to explicitly mention non-Hindu religious identities was Let’s Celebrate 

Diwali (Joshi, 2015), in which a group of preschool children explain Diwali traditions using Hindu, Sikh, 

Jain, and Buddhist perspectives. In Super Satya Saves the Day (Michandani, 2018), religion is not named 

but the protagonist’s family is depicted wearing Sikh turbans and patkas. These characters are also 

described to live in Hoboken, New Jersey and are depicted in contemporary articles of clothing such as 

leather moto jackets, Converse shoes, and track pants. Such a modern depiction of an Indian American 

family was a marked departure from the majority of texts in this category, in which adult characters 

were more typically dressed in traditionally orthodox clothing such as saris, dupattas, and kurtas. 

Consequently, the text resisted Othering by positioning the characters as definitively American and Sikh.     

In a few remaining texts, a combination of visual cues (e.g., racial markers such as brown skin 

and Indian cultural elements such as folk tale references or cultural art) and textual cues (i.e., names) 

implied an Indian American heritage but was not explicitly stated in the text. Considering the clear 

pattern of representation exhibited in the category with Asian racial identities in which ambiguous 

racial/heritage identities were correlated with more imaginative characterizations and genres, it is likely 
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not a coincidence that these texts exhibited more inventive storylines as well. For example, Tiger in My 

Soup (Sheth, 2013) and The Fintastic Fishsitter (O’Hara, 2016) contained fantastical elements including a 

tiger emerging out of a bowl of alphabet soup and a zombie goldfish. Representations of Indian 

Americans in such stories are of critical importance as they transcend stereotypical characterizations 

and widely appeal to child readers.  

Pakistani American Heritage. Five books were found to reflect a Pakistani American heritage; all 

five centered young girl protagonists. Though it is difficult to identify patterns in representation among 

such a small text set, there were some similarities throughout the narratives. Generally, Pakistani 

American characters were represented as tight-knit family members who maintained close ties to 

cultural traditions and perspectives. Three texts (including Big Red Lollipop, Khan, 2010; Nadia’s Hands, 

English, 1999; and Night of the Moon, Khan, 2008) revolved around bicultural experiences while 

celebrating large events such as a birthday party, family wedding, and Ramadan. Within these texts, the 

main characters navigated cultural traditions they were not comfortable with within a context where 

others could perceive them as different or strange. However, by the end of the stories, the characters 

are portrayed as proud of their Pakistani heritage, having learned to balance Pakistani and American 

norms. Overall, the children are depicted in casual Westernized clothing (e.g., tee shirts, shorts) while 

adults are most commonly in culturally and religiously traditional clothing such as a shalwar kameez, 

dupattas, or hijabs. Textual cues also implied that most of the characters were bilingual in English and 

Urdu. 

The remaining two texts were written by Pakistani American author Shaila Abdullah, who 

focused the stories on children with disabilities. One title, My Friend Suhana: A Story of Friendship and 

Cerebral Palsy (2014) was narrated by a Pakistani American girl who befriended an Indian American girl 

with cerebral palsy, and the other title, A Manual for Marco: Living, Learning, and Laughing with an 

Autistic Sibling (2015) was narrated by a little girl who described the “rules” for living with a sibling with 
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Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Both texts were unique contributions to this text set as they provided 

rare representations of Asian Americans with cerebral palsy and ASD as well as disability advocates.  

Bengali American Heritage. Two texts featured a protagonist identifying as Bengali American. 

The books, written by the same author, featured the same protagonist, a young Muslim boy named 

Amal and his family. While there were too few texts to identify patterns about Bengali American 

picturebooks, the connections drawn between the characters’ Bengali and Muslim heritages were 

important. The resultant intersectional representations of heritage and religion (Crenshaw, 1990) 

demonstrated the intertwining of identity markers. For example, characters were dressed in Western-

style clothing as well as religious garments such the hijab or kameez, and contextual details (e.g., bunk 

beds, camp tee-shirts, urban mosques) implied a modern and multicultural setting. Subsequently, the 

characters resisted racialization and Othering, being depicted simultaneously as contemporary 

Americans, Bengalis, and Muslims.   

Southeast Asian Heritage 

In total, 24 picturebooks containing representations of Southeast Asian heritage were identified. 

Nearly half of these texts centered on Vietnamese American characters, and the remainder was 

composed of a small number of stories centering on Filipino American, Thai American, Cambodian 

American, Hmong American, and Lao American characters. Other national and/or heritage backgrounds 

from Southeast Asian countries, including Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore, were not found within 

Asian American picturebooks.  

A majority of the texts in this category reflected the AsianCrit tenet of transnational contexts 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) as they demonstrated the interweaving of national and international border 

crossings in Asian American lives. This is especially pertinent for Southeast Asian Americans who have 

been displaced in part due to U.S. military interventions in their home countries. Several texts alluded to 

this and described how such transnational contexts shaped their identities and experiences.  
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Vietnamese American Heritage. Among the ten books identified with Vietnamese American 

protagonists, there was a wide range of character roles including 1st, 2nd, and 3rd generation Vietnamese 

Americans, refugees, soldiers, and adoptees, as well various family members such as grandparents, 

parents, and siblings. Characters were also portrayed as working class in several titles, occupying various 

jobs including auto mechanics, shrimp farmers, and fishermen. The significance of these roles and their 

connection to the Vietnam War and subsequently to Vietnamese American identity were explored in a 

several texts. For example, author Bao Phi (2017) described his own upbringing as a product of several 

factors including class, refugee status, and conflicting Vietnamese and American identities: 

Both my parents worked multiple jobs to survive and support us in a country whose people did 
not understand why we were here at best and blamed us for the aftermath of the war at worst . 
. . I wanted to honor the struggle of my parents. I also want to acknowledge that they 
sometimes told me difficult stories about the war and where we came from, including death and 
violence. My parents shared these stories with me . . . because these traumas were a part of our 
lives, and they wanted me to understand. (Author’s Note)  
 

Phi acknowledged how unique conditions of transnationalism have shaped Vietnamese American lives. 

Museus and Iftikar (2013) contended that “knowledge of how these transnational contexts impact the 

lives of Asian Americans can contribute to better understandings of larger processes of how racism 

operates” (p. 23). From Phi’s note, it may be understood that racism against Vietnamese Americans is 

intertwined with the Vietnam War, affecting dominant society’s attitudes, the development of a refugee 

population within the United States, and stories of family history and trauma.  

Four titles engaged with this transnational history further and included characters’ stories or 

memories of historical events in Vietnam, including the Vietnam War and the 1945 abdication of Bảo 

Đại, the last emperor of Vietnam. Consequently, texts portrayed characters in various ways related to 

the national and political turmoil of the time. This included depictions of single mothers, orphans, 

adoptees, refugees, extended families living under one roof, and family separation. For example, in The 

Lotus Seed (Garland, 1993) a narrator described her grandmother: “She worked many years, day and 

night, and so did her children and her sisters and her cousins, too, living together in one big house” 
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(n.p.). The text is accompanied by a large illustration of seven family members gathered in a small 

corner of a kitchen. These representations were significant within the text set, as they provided 

representations of Asian Americans that challenged notions of the model minority (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013).  

Notably, some of the representations of Vietnamese Americans in these texts were based on the 

author and/or illustrator’s own bicultural experiences, which were explained further in the text, typically 

within an Introduction or Author’s Note. In Going Home, Coming Home (Tran, 2003), the only bilingual 

text in this set, a young girl visited Vietnam for the first time. In the introduction, author Truong Tran 

noted,  

My experience is one that is common to many Vietnamese Americans . . . It took me twenty-five 
years to return–to Vietnam, and to myself as a Vietnamese. In doing so, I discovered myself as 
an American. I am not one or the other, but in fact both. (p 3).  
 

Subsequently, the authors’ own experiences were reflected in these bicultural characters of children 

carrying adult conceptions of identity, work, money, and hardship. Such characters were depicted with 

complexity, as tired but loving, and overworked yet resilient.    

Three books in this set were written by White American author Gail Silver and centered socio-

emotional health, by way of the concept of mindfulness. Inspired by Thich Nat Hanh, the Vietnamese 

Buddhist monk and social activist, these texts were loosely linked by generationally related characters 

learning to control their anger and embrace peace. The concept of metta, a form of Buddhist meditation 

focused on cultivating benevolence and loving-kindness, was also introduced in one of the texts.  

Filipino American Heritage. Five texts were identified as having Filipino American protagonists; 

notably, all five texts were written by Filipino American authors. These books as a text set were unique 

in that they largely disrupted various stereotyping mechanisms surrounding Asians and Asian Americans. 

Nene and the Horrible Math Monster (Villanueva, 1993) confronted stereotypes of Asians directly within 

the storyline. In the book, a young girl summons up the courage to tell her teacher that she hates math; 
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later in the story, her teacher is surprised to hear that Nene prefers writing. This text complicated the 

model minority stereotype as it portrayed Nene as someone who is “good” at math but only as a result 

of additional tutoring and a dedicated work ethic. Lakas and the Manilatown Fish (Robles, 2003) also 

disrupted Asianizing expectations that cast Asian characters as foreign (Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Tuan, 

1999). In an author’s note, Robles explained that people of Filipino heritage have lived in California since 

the 16th century, largely congregating in a 10-block radius of what is now known as San Francisco. In this 

text, along with its sequel, Lakas and the Makibaka Hotel (Robles, 2006), a variety of Filipino American 

characters occupy rarely seen roles for Asian Americans as social activists fighting for working class 

rights. Cora Cooks Pancit (Gilmore, 2009) depicted a young girl and her mother cooking but also 

referenced a grandfather who worked as a cook for Filipino farmworkers in California, which also 

provided a historical grounding of the timeline of Filipino Americans in the U.S.  

The final title, Willie Wins (Gilles, 2001) depicted the bicultural experiences of a young boy. 

Spotlighting the relationship between father and son, the story included memories of the Philippines by 

the father. Adding more complexity to this story is the love of baseball shared by the main characters; 

though this is not explicitly explored in the text, this representation of Filipinos as baseball fans is 

significant as it alludes to a long history of Filipinos, sports, and American colonialism (Hallock, 2017).  

Cambodian American Heritage. Four texts included main characters with a Cambodian heritage. 

A Path of Stars (O’Brien, 2012) centered a young girl and her grandmother, a refugee from Cambodia. 

The book, which was commissioned by the Maine Humanities Council to be a story about Maine’s 

Cambodian American community, represented Cambodian Americans intergenerationally, as refugees, 

immigrants, and natural born in the U.S. and subsequently, in various contexts including rural Cambodia 

and a suburban Northeastern U.S. town.  

 The remaining three texts take place in Cambodia and focus on experiences of the Cambodian 

Genocide and the reign of the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s. Subsequently, the characters are portrayed as 
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both victims and survivors of war. All three texts provided accounts of the horrors of war, including 

experiencing hunger, abuse, and fatigue, as well as being forcibly removed from homes and separated 

from family members. The disappearance and deaths of other characters are also described. Despite the 

centralization of a Cambodian setting, these three texts were included in this text set due to the 

characters’ eventual immigration to the U.S. and the subsequent intertwining of Cambodian and U.S. 

history. Two texts, including The Cambodian Dancer: Sophany’s Gift of Hope (Reicherter, 2015) and A 

Song for Cambodia (Lord, 2008) describe the artistic contributions of protagonists: in the former, 

Sophany is a dancer who eventually teaches dance to other girls in San Francisco, and in the latter, Arn is 

a boy who survives a labor camp due to his musical ability. In these texts, the characters are depicted as 

active preservers of Cambodian heritage.  

Other Southeast Asian Heritages. The remaining picturebooks with Southeast Asian American 

protagonist reflected Thai, Hmong, and Lao heritages; however, within each category there were too 

few texts to identify patterns of representation regarding heritage identities. However, some 

comparisons could be made between texts, and some notable representations were included within 

these texts. 

 Only two picturebooks included Thai American characters. Bread Song (Lipp, 2004) was about a 

7-year-old boy who is a recent immigrant and non-English speaker from Thailand. The second title, 

Drawn Together (Le, 2018) also focused on a young boy but centralized the bicultural and 

intergenerational relationship between him and his grandfather and the language gap that both 

experiences. This text was an atypical inclusion in this subcategory because the author and illustrator 

both created this story with their own specific heritage identities in mind. Vietnamese American author 

Minh Le noted that the inspiration for this story was his own distant relationship with his Vietnamese 

grandfather but that Thai American illustrator Dan Santat related to the story by considering his own 

relationship with his Thai grandmother (Cornish, 2018). As a result, Santat illustrated the book using Thai 
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motifs (e.g., cultural illustrative styles, dragons, and warriors) as well as Thai language and script. In that 

way, the text visually represented a Thai American heritage while also depicting a commonality in Asian 

American experiences.  

Two books centralized Hmong American heritage: Dia’s Story Cloth (Cha, 1996) and 

Grandfather’s Story Cloth/Yawg Daim Pag Ntaub Dab Neeg (Gershner & Langford, 2008). Both stories 

had several commonalities including the Laotian Hmong American heritage identities of the characters 

and the emphasis in the storyline on Hmong story cloths, a cultural tradition of depicting the historic 

journeys made by Hmong families using embroidery. Accordingly, characters were depicted as refugees, 

1st and 2nd generation immigrants, and survivors. In Grandfather’s Story Cloth, the protagonist’s 

grandfather was also portrayed as having Alzheimer’s disease; within the storyline, as the grandfather’s 

memories faded, story cloths were used to help characters contextualize their selves as family members 

and Hmong people.  

Only one text centered a Lao American protagonist. The text, Mommy Eats Fried Grasshoppers 

(Bender, 2018), featured a young girl named Mahlee who compared the differences between the way 

her mother grew up in Laos with her own daily life in the U.S. As a result, a dichotomy is set up in the 

text where Mahlee represented the dominant norms of the U.S. while her mother represented the 

norms of Laos. For example, Mahlee eats cereal and bread for breakfast while her mother eats fried 

eggs and sticky rice, and Mahlee has a cat and dog for pets while her mother had a pet beetle and a 

fighting fish.  
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Mixed Race/Heritage 

In total, 40 books, or 11% of Asian American picturebooks, depicted protagonists as being of 

mixed31 racial or heritage backgrounds. This number is significant as it reflects changes in both IRL 

population data and in children’s literature. Though the 2020 Census is ongoing, the population 

identifying with two or more races is already projected to be the fastest growing racial/ethnic group 

between 2010 and 2020 (Mather & Lee, 2020). In 2015, approximately 13% of the vast Asian American 

population in California identified as mixed race, and in the five years since, this number has presumably 

increased significantly (E. Lee, 2015). These numbers paint a picture of a vast and growing multiracial 

Asian American population. Historically, this group has been underrepresented in children’s literature 

(Chaudhri & Teale, 2013). This is supported by a pattern of publication observed in this text set, which 

revealed that nearly half of the books in this category were published in 2017 and 2018, suggesting that 

the growth of multiracial depictions is a very recent trend.   

 Most of the books in this category reflected characters who were identified as biracial. These 

representations were mainly constructed through visual cues that portrayed interracial families as well 

as textual cues that explicated on the specific racial and/or heritage identities held by the characters. 

However, in my analysis, I came to a similar conclusion to that of scholar Amina Chaudhri (2017) who 

published a book about multiracial identities in children’s literature and stated matter-of-factly, 

“literature for children that includes multiracial characters is not easy to identify” (p. 1). In part, this is 

because it is uncommon, but it is also because mixed race characters are rarely explicitly identified as 

such, particularly as White racial identities remain the default and are not typically named in stories (L.S. 

Park, 2020; Smith, 2016). Chaudhri (2017) explained, “The identification of books as having multiracial 

 
31 The terms mixed race and multiracial are used interchangeably to indicate a person(s) representing two or more 
races. This reflects the example set by the Journal of Critical Mixed Race Studies, which asserted that both terms 
are widely used and accepted in both academic work and public consciousness (Daniel, 2014).  Biracial is used to 
specify a person(s) representing two races.  
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content appears to be dependent on the keyword choices decided upon by authors and publishers, and 

by book reviewers who may or may not notice or choose to comment on racial identity” (p. 2). Thus, my 

analysis of these books was largely focused on identifying these texts and considering how implicit or 

explicit cues to mixed racial identity influenced their representations as Asian Americans. 

In 28 books, protagonists held biracial identities via an Asian-White racial mix. Close to half of 

these denoted specific biracial heritage identities, such as Korean-White or Chinese-Jewish, through the 

text. Most commonly among those texts specifying heritage identities, the characters identified as 

having Japanese or Chinese heritage backgrounds, but there were also some specific representations of 

other Asian heritage identities as well, including Korean-White, Vietnamese-White, and Indian-White 

backgrounds. In addition, several of these books nuanced a White racial identity by further describing 

cultural or heritage affiliations. For example, four texts featured families with Jewish American 

heritages, including three books with Chinese-Jewish protagonists and one book with an Indian Jewish 

protagonist. Another text featured an Indian Mexican protagonist. Outside from the Asian-White 

identities, there were six books featuring Asian-Black protagonists, four of which were published 

recently, during 2017-2018.  

However, in the other half of texts with biracial Asian White representations, identities were 

only implied through the illustrations. Some were obvious, employing clear racial markers to distinguish 

racial and cultural difference. For example, in Sterling the Best Dog Ever (Cassie, 2018) the protagonist is 

a young girl with light brown skin and dark brown hair who could be representative of several 

racial/heritage identities. However, her biracial identity becomes apparent through the depictions of her 

parents– her mother is portrayed as South Asian and is dressed in cultural clothing including a kurti, or 

long tunic top, and a dupatta, or scarf; in contrast her father is portrayed as White, depicted with pale 

skin, blonde hair with a goatee, and dressed in a hoodie. In one scene, the family has sat down to dinner 

and is eating a traditional Indian meal with rice, curries in small gold bowls, and samosas.  
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While such clues make the biracial identity of the child protagonist evident, most of the other 

texts were more subtle, requiring me to confirm their identities with the authors or illustrators. This was 

necessary, particularly because the depictions of racial markers ranged and included some quirks. For 

example, in Buzz! (Wong, 2000), the protagonist is a young boy with nearly black hair and pale skin, 

which led me to think he was of East Asian descent. However, I hesitated to label him as such because 

his eyes are a piercing bright blue. When I inquired with the author, she confirmed that the boy was 

intended to represent a biracial Asian White American. With other books, it was the case that characters 

were loosely based on the authors or illustrators own biracial backgrounds or that of close friends. For 

example, Juno Valentine and the Magical Shoes (Chen, 2018) was illustrated with author Eva Chen’s 

interracial family in mind, and the protagonist of Teddy’s Favorite Toy (Trimmer, 2018) was loosely 

based on the author, who holds a multiracial background.  

This ambiguity in racial/heritage identification was also a factor in the remaining texts in this 

category. In total, six texts had protagonists who identified with three or more races or heritages; 

however, five of these texts were not explicitly labeled as such and had to be confirmed by the authors 

or through external information (e.g., author interview). Because the texts themselves did not state this 

mixed background explicitly, these titles are likely unrecognized as having multiracial protagonists. 

These five titles include Oh, Oh, Baby Boy! (Macbeth, 2013), which was funded through the use of 

crowd-sourcing site KickStarter and whose characters are based on the author’s mixed Black, Asian, and 

Native heritage, the 3-part What Do You Do with . . . books by Kobi Yamada (i.e., What Do You Do with 

an Idea?, What Do You Do with a Problem?, and What Do You Do with a Chance?), and fractured fairy 

tale, The Princess and the Pit Stop (Angleberger, 2018). In Yamada’s texts, the protagonist is depicted 

with shaggy black hair and a light complexion and is described by the author as depicting multiple Asian 

heritages. Regarding The Princess and the Pit Stop, illustrator Dan Santat explained that the princess was 

based off a multiracial friend’s daughter of mixed Latina, Filipino, and White heritage (personal 
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communication, June 28, 2019). The final text featured a child who identified in the text as Chinese 

Korean American (This Next New Year, Wong, 2000). 

Admittedly, it was a complicated task to identify and categorize many of these titles. Returning 

to Chaudhri’s (2017) claim regarding the difficulty of finding books with mixed race characters, I found 

that for a large number of texts, identification required my contacting the author or illustrator outright 

to inquire about their intentions. This suggests that for the average reader, mixed racial representation 

in picturebooks is not very well-defined. However, this may be a boon for mixed race readers looking for 

mirrors, or reflections of their own identities, in literature (Sims Bishop, 1994). Journalist Leah Donella 

(2016), who identifies as biracial, contended that the majority of mixed-race individuals refer to 

themselves differently according to context. Christine Iijima Hall, who popularized the term “multiracial” 

in her 1979 dissertation, explained, “In an African-American group, I would say, ‘I am mixed’ or ‘My 

mother was Japanese . . . I don’t need to say the African-American part because most African-Americans 

know I am part black” (as cited in Donella, 2016, paras. 58, 59). Similarly, mixed race people may choose 

to identify or label themselves in multiple ways depending on who they are talking to, the region they 

are from or present in, or what is easiest or most appropriate at the time. Consequently, mixed racial 

and heritage identities may be understood as fluid and dynamic.  

As a result, the texts in this category may reflect the wide gamut of identity expression and 

affiliation utilized by mixed race children. However, it is not enough to say that representations are or 

should be varied. Certainly, racialized representations were present throughout this category. 

Conceptually, these mixed-race representations are subject to the Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) 

practices of erasing Asian identity and experience. E. Lee (2015) got to the crux of the issue when she 

recalled the plaintive response of a young woman to the question “What are you?”: “I am a person of 

color. I am not half–‘white.’ I am not half–‘Asian.’ I am a whole ‘other’” (p. 398). Donella (2016) further 

troubled this notion of labeling mixed-race people by observing that White people are never asked 
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“what” they are, and consequently do not have to suffer through being put into a stereotyping box or 

frame of reference, the way that mixed people are. In response to these social realities, some of the 

texts implicitly or explicitly defied unspoken expectations to label their characters’ identities. Others 

openly explored intercultural and interracial conflict within the narratives themselves. 

Within the text set, 12 of the titles categorized as featuring mixed racial or heritage backgrounds 

included significant content centering racial/heritage experiences of characters. This included storylines 

or plots concerning cultural differences, language learning or linguistic shame, and celebrations 

involving cultural traditions and food. In Chicken Soup, Chicken Soup (Mayer, 2016), a young girl tries to 

convince her two grandmothers that their chicken soup is delicious –and similar!– despite their 

respective Chinese and Jewish origins, and in Queen of the Hanukkah Dosas (Ehrenberg, 2017), a family 

celebrates Hanukkah with Indian food. Aside from these more light-hearted stories, there were also 

descriptions of the loneliness, abandonment, and ostracization experienced by biracial characters. 

Christy Hale’s (2009) biography of Isamu Noguchi, The East-West House: Noguchi’s Childhood in Japan, 

was a stark account of the Japanese American architect who was considered an “outsider” both in Japan 

and in the U.S., and The Favorite Daughter (Say, 2013) detailed the teasing experienced by protagonist 

Yuriko about not looking either Japanese or American enough. Such stories were an important inclusion 

in the text set at large as they acknowledged the endemic racism present in U.S. society and the realities 

of differential racialization, the CRT notion that considers how different racial groups are racialized 

differently depending on the context (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  

White  

In 21 books, or 6% of the Asian American picturebook text set, the main characters or 

protagonists were of a White racial background. These books were included in this study largely because 

they centered elements of Asian culture or history in a U.S. setting, were narrated by White American 

characters, or described an American experience in an Asian setting. Twenty of the 21 books were 



 275 

authored by White Americans; the sole exception was Erika-San (2009), written and illustrated by Allen 

Say, which tells the story of Erika, a White American woman who moves to Japan. Though the number of 

books in this category was minimal, clear patterns regarding content were observed. 

The picturebooks with White American protagonists were predominantly about limited topics, 

including adoption, Zen philosophies, and ninjas. Six books were about the adoption of Asian children; 

these stories differed from the numerous other adoption stories in the larger text set due to their 

narration by White family members. The Asian characters played secondary roles, which nonetheless 

were significant to the storyline. All six were published between 2000 and 2006. Two books by two 

different authors were based on their real-life experiences of traveling to China to adopt a baby girl. The 

remaining four books were narrated by White children awaiting their newly adopted sibling’s arrival. 

The countries of origin for these adopted infants included China, Korea, and Vietnam.  

While these adoption stories largely covered a familiar narrative arc regarding the adoption 

process, one text, Rebecca’s Journey Home (Sugarman, 2006), stood out for its exploration of 

acculturation and identity. In this book, a Jewish American family awaits the adoption of a Vietnamese 

baby and reflects on her joining a Jewish community. Once she arrives, her name is changed from Le Thi 

Hong to Rebecca Rose Stein, and she is converted to Judaism, receives a blessing on Shabbat, and visits a 

mikvah. The narrator explains that the baby is simultaneously Vietnamese, American, and Jewish. 

Though the transparent discussion of acculturation and identity issues inherent in transracial, 

transnational adoption is both welcome and rare among the adoption texts in this study, it was also one-

sided. Acculturation and assimilation were expected from the adopted child, and the only mention of 

the family’s involvement with Vietnamese culture was that they would visit Vietnam one day. However, 

the parents vow in a religious ceremony to provide Rebecca a Jewish education and raise her to 

celebrate Jewish holidays. Thus, despite the text’s insistence that Rebecca’s identity is simultaneously 

Vietnamese, American, and Jewish, the storyline implies that Rebecca’s Vietnamese identity manifests 
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primarily in her external appearance while her actual values, education, and traditions will reflect Jewish 

and American subjectivities. These implications are unsettling as they allude to what N. Kim (2007) 

described as an ongoing issue for Asian Americans, as some move closer to Whiteness in privilege but 

are ultimately denied full social citizenship because of their Asian faces.  

Rebecca’s Journey Home (2006), along with the majority of texts in this category, reflect a 

pattern of racialized representation documented by scholars such as Cai (2002) and Sims Bishop (1987) 

in which texts represent cross-cultural content by requiring the minoritized character to adapt to the 

mainstream culture but not vice versa. In these texts, the primary aims are to promote themes of 

tolerance and acceptance by introducing and “celebrating” cultural difference, particularly for their 

implied (White) readers (Cai, 2002). However, Nodelman (2000) asserted that such stories rarely 

engaged with the profound challenges of difference, including interracial and intercultural tension, 

racism, prejudice, and discrimination. Instead, there is a tendency for such children’s stories to 

oversimplify difference, tolerance, and diversity and romanticize cross-cultural narratives as a matter of 

being open-minded. 

This was the case in the text, Dear Ichiro (Okimoto, 2002), a story of a young White boy who 

learns about friendship and peace from his grandfather while cheering on Japanese American baseball 

player Ichiro Suzuki during a Mariners game. “Grampa Charlie” recounts evolving Japanese American 

relations and tells his grandson how peace and reconciliation may be achieved by former “enemies”: 

“There needs to be time. Time has to pass . . . Not just time. There has to be goodwill—on both sides. 

That’s the main thing” (p. 28). Grampa Charlie adds one last comment: “The hearts have to be in the 

right position . . . the hearts have to be open” (p. 29). While this sentiment is innocuous, it supports the 

storying of intercultural conflict as an issue of tolerance and shies away from the more “deep-seated 

and emotional and intellectual differences between people of different cultural backgrounds” 

(Nodelman, 2000, p. 9). That such differences encompass lived experiences of racism and discrimination 
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and staunchly held religious, cultural, and political beliefs is often intimately understood in real life but 

not promoted in such stories.   

This was further evidenced in many of the texts centering White protagonists. For example, five 

books were part of a loose series from White author and illustrator Jon Muth featuring the same 

characters. In these books, two giant pandas, named Stillwater and Koo, introduce a group of White 

siblings to Japanese Zen Buddhism. The pandas are ambassadors of Japanese culture, speaking in haikus, 

drinking green tea, and wearing kimonos. It is an odd symbolism, considering that giant pandas are 

traditionally associated with China, not Japan. There are other generalized references to Asian culture 

throughout the texts as well that blend distinct cultures and practices together. For example, both 

Buddhism and Taoism are reflected (though only Buddhism is referenced), and in the endpapers of Zen 

Ties (2008), the pandas are depicted in a series of nebulous meditative poses that recall both tai chi and 

yoga but are typically not associated with Buddhism. At best, such inconsistencies demonstrate how 

Asian cultures may be used as a source of imaginative storying for White authors and readers to 

promote cross-cultural difference and diversity without interrogation; at worst, they are examples of 

how White authors may commodify experiences of “becoming Oriental” through “idealized realm[s] of 

spirituality, authenticity, or cultural otherness that some may view as a form of racial minstrelsy” 

(Chong, 2015, p. 184). It is worth mentioning that Muth’s texts have received near universal praise, with 

(predominantly White) reviewers making comments such as “in any case, the cultural blurrings won’t 

reduce the pleasure with which this book is received” (Navasky, 2005, para. 8) and “every word and 

image comes to make as perfect a picture book as can be” (Lem, 2005, para. 1).  

Moreover, there is a growing trend of appropriating elements of Asian cultures to become story 

elements without engaging in any discourse around culture or race. The recent popularity of children’s 

television and movie series around ninjas and samurais demonstrates this, and this trend was also 

visible in a number of texts that were tied to Asian tropes, including five texts centered on children 
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playing as ninjas or doing martial artists. In these texts, references to Asian culture were often 

ambiguous and essentializing, including imagery of dragons, temples, and bamboo, or mixed textual 

references to kung fu and ninjas within the same story. These were clear examples of Asianization 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013), in which cultural differences were glossed over or ignored to present a single, 

racialized conception of Asia.  

 Overall, this category makes clear that the practice of using a White lens to story about Asia and 

Asian America is fraught with complexities. Not only is there a greater possibility of Asianizing 

characters, countries, and aspects of culture, but there is also a proclivity to orient towards similarities 

and acceptance rather than celebrating difference and engaging with conflict (Cai, 2002). Even in the 

remainder of the texts in this category, which included three books related to historical topics, a White 

perspective permeated the historical telling of events and people.  

One of these texts, Write to Me: Letters from Japanese American Children to the Librarian They 

Left Behind (Grady, 2018 ), is the story of Clara Breed, a White librarian who wrote to her Japanese 

American patrons as they were incarcerated in camps during WWII, sending them letters, candy, and 

small items. Breed, who advocated for Japanese American families publicly, is beautifully memorialized 

in the text. However, she was the subject of a previous children’s biography, Dear Miss Breed 

(Oppenheim, 2006)32 and has been (rightfully) recognized at various points in her life, including being 

named the “San Diego Woman of the Year” in 1955, receiving a commendation from President Bill 

Clinton in 1993, and being the subject of a Smithsonian Institution Exhibit. Considering that so few 

Japanese Americans themselves from this period are publicly recognized or memorialized, the attention 

paid to Breed may be viewed as a product of racializing forces.  

 
32 This text, whose full title is Dear Miss Breed: True Stories of the Japanese American Incarceration During World 
War II and a Librarian Who Made a Difference, was not included in this study because it is not considered a 
picturebook and also exceeded the page limit criteria. Further information on the text selection of books in this 
study may be found in Chapter 3.  
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A similar pattern was observed on Densho, a Japanese American historical organization, when it 

posted a Twitter thread in 2019 mentioning the story of Bob Fletcher, a White farmer who took care of 

his Japanese American neighbor’s properties while they were incarcerated. Fletcher’s encyclopedia 

entry on their history site went viral, and Fletcher’s continues to be a popular story. One of Densho’s 

directors, Natasha Varner (Hayman, 2019) observed, “It’s curious to me that his is the story that gets so 

much attention . . . the link to Fletcher’s story was literally the only part that cast white people in any 

kind of positive light . . . so it’s a very literal example of how people tend to cherry-pick the parts of 

history that allow them to uphold this white savior narrative” (paras. 3, 4). This is especially frustrating 

considering that there are numerous examples of other People of Color during this time period who 

engaged in similar actions to help Japanese American friends, neighbors, and strangers. This includes 

Black activist Daisy Tibbs Dawson, members of the Muckleshoot Indian Tribe in Washington state, and 

Filipino American Felix Narte (Hayman, 2019). This pattern of erasure is acknowledged by the AsianCrit 

tenet of (re)constructive history, which advocates for a re-examination of history to account for the 

missing Asian American voices, as well as those of other People of Color. Consequently, the picturebook 

of Clara Breed, while a valuable part of Japanese American history, must be understood as constructing 

racialized representations of White and Asian Americans. 

Among the texts in this category, it is evident that the racial narrative perspective matters, as 

does the racial authorship. The picturebooks centering on protagonists with White racial identities 

frequently promoted themes about tolerance and acceptance; notably, the majority of these texts did 

not interrogate issues of cultural or racial difference. As a result, these texts were prone to Asianizing 

practices of conflating Asian cultures (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) and of perpetuating the erasure of Asian 

American voices and contributions.  
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Other 

A small number of books– six texts, or 2% of the corpus– did not fit appropriately into the 

previous categories. In these texts the protagonists’ racial or heritage identities were identified as 

undeterminable or irrelevant. One of these texts contained a protagonist with brown skin, but I was 

unable to establish with the author or illustrator if the character was intended to represent an Asian or 

Black racial identity. However, the story focuses on the young boy’s interest in origami, so I included this 

text as a picturebook centralizing an aspect of Asian or Asian American culture.  

Three texts were part of a series by White author Chris Tougas, including Dojo Daycare (2014), 

Dojo Daytrip (2015), and Dojo Surprise (2016). These stories featured a cast of mischievous young ninjas 

wreaking general havoc through kicking, punching, and fighting, and they are led by a ninja master, who 

is also their daycare teacher. Though the child characters appear to represent various races and 

ethnicities (i.e., are portrayed with varying shades of skin color, hair color, and hair styles), the master’s 

racial/ethnic/heritage identity is ambiguous. The master is a cartoonish caricature, depicted with a bald 

head, large belly, yellow skin, and long black moustache, to comic effect. However, his illustrated 

depiction is unsettling due to stereotypical Asian markers in a text centered on Asian tropes. This 

includes his noticeably yellowed skin tone and his facial hair, which is reminiscent of a Fu Manchu style 

moustache. As Chow (2018) noted, such attributes have created a “template for portraying Chinese 

men” (para. 19). In addition, because the rest of the characters are representative of other racial and 

heritage identities, the master’s own subjectivities cannot help but be questioned.  

While the remaining two titles were categorized as other because racial/heritage identities were 

irrelevant (this was because one text was narrated by a tree and the other text focused on a historical 

event and did not spotlight a protagonist), the previously mentioned Dojo books, as well as the origami 

story, demonstrate why identifying the racial and heritage identities of characters are important. 

Undoubtably, characters represent racial identities and therefore reflect racial ideologies. This is always 
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true because texts are never neutral (Hunt, 2002; Luke & Freebody, 1999). Korean American children’s 

author Linda Sue Park described this in a blog post (2020) about requesting review journals and book 

reviewers to identify the race of every character mentioned in a review. Park quoted a response she 

received from a major newspaper: “When race is a factor or is important to the story, we expect our 

reviewers to reflect that in their assessment” (para. 1). Park problematized this by asking, “When is race 

a factor in a story?” (para. 2). She observed that when stories are about People of Color, race is often “a 

factor” that deserves mention. However, when race is not a factor, it is the case that the characters are 

most often White, which posits Whiteness as the default and “every other race . . . as a deviation” (L.S. 

Park, 2020, para. 4).  

Vicki Smith (2016), children’s book editor at Kirkus Reviews, the only major review journal to 

adopt an official policy of naming the race, ethnicity, or skin color of all book characters mentioned in 

the review, revealed that the policy has disrupted racializing practices and assumptions. Smith reflected 

on the journal’s policy change: 

It hasn’t been easy. There’s the practical problem of what it does to the experience of our print 
readers to encounter review after review after review that somehow includes the adjective 
“white.” There’s the fact that both my reviewers and I are almost all, as one of my black 
reviewers said, ‘socialized to see white as the default’– it’s hard to train yourself to notice, much 
less write consciously about it. There’s the fact that as a rule, many of my reviewers and I, like 
many white people, are not comfortable taking about race, so the information is frequently 
plopped in awkwardly. (para. 12) 
 

Smith’s revelations express how naming race can be both eye-opening and uncomfortable. This is also 

true for stories that are presumably “just for fun” such as the Dojo series. It is not difficult to see how a 

story about a cast of preschool ninjas fighting, kicking, and surprising their way through a dojo daycare 

may appeal to young readers. However, identifying the racial identities and racial attributes of these 

characters sheds light on how discomforting and disturbing these depictions could be.  
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General Discussion of Racial/Heritage Representations and Asian American Picturebooks 

In investigating representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks, it is of paramount 

importance to clarify who is represented. After all, Asian American is a panethnic, panracial term, 

encompassing more than 48 distinct ethnic groupings, all with variegated cultures and histories (Iftikar & 

Museus, 2018). The balance between collective and individual identity is what may define Asian 

American studies above all else. Certainly, as Iftikar and Museus (2018) contended, “This incongruence 

between the diversity within Asian American and monolithic racial constructions forced upon it is a 

hallmark of the Asian American experience today” (p. 936).   

This incongruence is on full display within the picturebook text set. On the surface, my 

categorization of texts by protagonists’ racial/heritage identity appears to show that the picturebooks 

largely resist monolithic constructions of Asian Americans. The majority of picturebooks were found to 

represent specific heritage affiliations, and publication trends suggest a growing number of mixed-race 

characters are being reflected in picturebooks. However, a closer analysis shows the texts do not truly 

reflect a diversity of Asian heritages. Primarily, East Asian representations dominate the entirety of the 

picturebook text set. This equating of East Asian with Asian America is reflected broadly across 

curriculums, popular culture, and scholarly discourse (Lee & Ramakrishnan, 2019). The damaging 

consequences of this racialization may be understood broadly but the implications become clearer in 

the analysis of the text set.  

Asianization in Racial/Heritage Depictions 

My analysis revealed that a key form of Asianization, or racialization of Asian Americans, in the 

text set occurred through the monolithic construction of Asian American characters as East Asian. This 

was most clearly visible in the finding that, among books with characters holding specific heritage 

affiliations, 77% were representative of East Asian heritages. However, this was also the case in the 

other categories that represented Asian (nonspecific), White, and mixed-race protagonists. These 
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characters were largely, explicitly or implicitly, representative of East Asian heritages, suggesting that 

East Asian representation within the text set extends beyond the 166 texts recorded.  

The large number of East Asian American stories may be explained in part by historical and 

socio-cultural-political contexts in the United States. Sharma (2015) rationalized, “The U.S. conflation of 

Asia with East Asia arises from immigration histories and geopolitical relations” (p. 18). These 

immigration histories locate East Asians, specifically Chinese and Japanese men, on U.S. soil for over two 

centuries, and current immigration records show that approximately 24% of all Asian Americans are of 

Chinese origin (Lopez et al., 2017). Perhaps this explains the plurality of Chinese American 

representations in the text set as well. Yet, while the large number of East Asian representations can be 

rationalized, it is difficult to explain the dearth of South Asian and Southeast Asian representation. The 

same population growth source also documented that the next largest Asian American groups are of 

Indian and Filipino origin (Lopez et al., 2017). The question remains—if sizeable populations of South 

Asians and Southeast Asians live in the United States, why are they so underrepresented in the Asian 

American text set? 

To address this question, I return to the conceptions of Asianization theorized by AsianCrit 

scholars Samuel Museus and Jon Iftikar. In a recent follow-up (2020) to their 2013 AsianCrit framework, 

Iftikar and Museus clarified that Asianization, or the racialization of Asian Americans, is undergirded by 

White supremacy. They noted that the racial constructions of Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners, 

yellow perils, and model and/or deviant minorities “serve as vehicles through which White supremacy 

informs laws, policies, programs, and perspectives that dehumanize and exclude Asian Americans” (p. 

940). This is critical to establish because, as Omi and Winant (1994) argued, racial formations are 

“created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55). Therefore, the monolithic construction of 

Asian America as East Asian may be seen as a construction maintaining White dominance. In the 
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following sections, I describe how this is evident through the use of racial uniforms and mechanisms of 

Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) and Orientalism (Said, 1979).  

Racial Uniforms 

The texts demonstrate that, in part, East Asians are readily categorized in racial groupings that 

are subject to racialized tropes based on external appearance. Historically, some of the existing 

Asianizing mechanisms (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) were originally formed to describe East Asians. For 

example, the yellow peril and model minority tropes were constructed and historically used against East 

Asians (see Chapter 2 for more information about Asian American representations in history). Ocampo 

(2020) described this progression, noting that Asian American has become associated with “what you 

look like, how your eyes are shaped, your skin tone and your hair texture . . . when people hear the 

word ‘Asian,’ they think of certain types of last names that are aligned with Chinese, Korean, or 

Japanese folks” (as cited in Kambhampaty, 2020, para. 14).  

 Visual and linguistic racial markers are signifiers of difference and of Otherness that can be 

easily compartmentalized. In an overwhelming majority of the texts with protagonists having Asian 

racial identities but not specific heritage affiliations, the “Asianness” of the characters was evident in 

their illustrated depictions. Nearly all of the characters had black hair, brown eyes (frequently depicted 

as small, slanted, almond-shaped, or without eye creases), and pale skin. In a number of books, 

characters even had the same hairstyles, conforming to a stock image. Thus, the Asian characters in 

these texts were nearly always depicted with what J. Lee (2015) referred to as a “racial uniform” (p. 

186). Incredibly, this portrayal was discussed as early as 1914 by Robert Park, who asserted, 

The fact that the Japanese bears in his features a distinctive racial hallmark, that he wears, so to 
speak, a uniform, classifies him. He cannot become a mere individual, indistinguishable in the 
cosmopolitan mass of the populations, as is true, for example, of the Irish and, to a lesser 
extent, of some of the other immigrant races. The Japanese like the Negro is condemned to 
remain among us an abstract symbol, and a symbol not merely of his own race, but of the Orient 
and of the vague, ill-defined menace we sometimes refer to as the “yellow peril.”  (as cited by J. 
Lee, 2015, p. 611)  
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Park contended that a Japanese man could never be viewed as an individual but always as a symbol of 

difference, tinged with a nebulous sense of the Orient. In the picturebooks, an East Asian racial uniform 

was used to indicate difference in racial identity but not individual identity; this occurred despite clues 

to differentiate Asian heritages. For example, among the Chinese American texts, there were cues to 

extrapolate on various ethnic groups in China as well as geographical/socio-political differences based 

on dialect, but these were not acknowledged in any review sources I examined. Thus, the racial 

uniforms, made up of East Asian stereotypes and essentialist markers in the majority of picturebooks, 

signified “Asian-ness.”  

It is relevant to point out that representing Asian racial identities do not have to conform to a 

stock image of a racial uniform. This was seen in several texts that expressed more of the variance of 

Asian identity and appearance. For example, in Ava’s Adventure (Pedersen, 2014), the protagonist’s 

mother is East Asian but has dyed pink hair, and in When the Cousins Came (Yamasaki, 2018), characters 

of a Japanese American heritage are pictured with hairstyles including a mohawk and two curly, “puffy” 

balls. In Super Satya Saves the Day! (Mirchandani, 2018), the young protagonist and her mother, both 

Indian American, have long, frizzy hair that is depicted loosely, in messy buns, and in tight braids. To me, 

the variety of hairstyles in these texts was much more reminiscent of how I might see Asians and Asian 

Americans in real life. Aside from hair, other texts also rejected stereotyping. In Double Happiness (Ling, 

2015), the Chinese grandmother is depicted as a Rubenesque, full-figured woman in defiance of 

stereotypes that conceive of all Asian women to be small, thin, and delicate (Chan, 2018; Lee & Vaught, 

2003). Such depictions of Asian American characters were refreshing and welcome but were also out of 

the norm. 

 In the picturebooks, the “Othering” effects of a racial uniform were not as clear for non-East 

Asian American characters. This is because South Asian and Southeast Asian Americans were not as 

conspicuous within the text set and therefore were not as easy to typecast. However, the complex 
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histories of colonialism, marginalization, and resistance undergirding Brown Asians also make the 

construction of a racial uniform more challenging. After all, the nuances of “Brown Asians,” brown skin, 

“Yellow Power,” and Asian American arise out of experiential invisibility and erasure and thus may 

escape those who are unacquainted with these racialized histories. 

In addition, some South and Southeast Asian American characters held unclear racial and ethnic 

identities and were only identified as such through external communication with the author or 

illustrator or through confirmation via the CCBC’s book logs. South Asian scholar Vinay Harpalani (2013) 

described his own racial identity as ambiguous and contended that an indelible part of the South Asian 

American experience was racial ambiguity, or “the changing racial characterization of a person or group, 

depending on the local and historical context” (p. 83). Sharma (2015) clarified that Brown Asians could 

then be mistaken for Latinx, Middle Eastern, Black, or even White individuals. Though this may be a lived 

experience of some South Asian Americans, there was a disturbing trend in the text set in which 

dominant forces had begun to use this ambiguity to espouse a form of colorblind ideology. This aligns 

with assertions of CRT, which describe how dominant ideologies, such as color-blindness, permeate 

every fiber of U.S. society (Delgado, 1989).  

For example, during my book search, I came across a text that had no mention of race or 

ethnicity but featured a protagonist with brown skin. I contacted the illustrator, who was Chinese 

American, to confirm the character’s racial identity. The illustrator explained the character was not 

intended to be any race specifically, as “the publishers gave me a note to give her brown skin and brown 

hair” (personal communication, June 27, 2019). This exchange disturbed me, as it suggested a façade of 

tokenism, in which diverse representation could be divorced from actual racial and ethnic inclusion. 

Recent publishing statistics from the CCBC confirm this is a solid trend. In 2019, 343 texts, or 9.2% of the 

total number of books received by the CCBC, featured characters with brown skin but no other specific 
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racial or cultural signifiers (Tyner, 2020). It is fitting to recall Ava DuVernay’s (Lang, 2016) warning from 

Chapter 4 that diversity does not equate inclusion or belonging. 

Orientalism 

Monolithic Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) was evident in the picturebooks outside of 

illustrated depictions as well. Storylines, themes, and text were all used to construct Asian America as 

East Asian. A chief consequence of this is that it maintains a sense of Orientalism (Said, 1979) 

throughout the text set. In his seminal work, Orientalism (1979), Edward Said described the “Orient” as a 

“Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (as cited in Chong, 

2015, p. 182). Chong (2015) stressed that “Orientals” were Suzie Wongs, Charlie Chans, and Fu 

Manchus, or “fictional stereotypes connoting exoticism, foreignness, passivity, and obsolescence” (p. 

182) while Asian Americans were real-life, contemporary figures such as Yuri Kochiyama, Philip Vera 

Cruz, and Richard Aoki, suggesting that Orientalism was a form of imagining Asians and Asian Americans 

into racialized representations.  

Though the children’s picturebooks in this text set rarely embodied such overt tropes, the 

various ways in which Asian America was constructed to align with dominant ideologies was evidence of 

an Orientalist (1979) agenda. Even without the presence of a Suzie Wong or Fu Manchu, characters 

were Asianized (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) as foreign, exotic, and subservient.  

The abundance of texts with East Asian characters, and Chinese protagonists in particular, was 

one avenue for which foreignness was emphasized and preserved in picturebooks. This is not because 

East Asians are more foreign than South or Southeast Asians but because East Asian countries –China, in 

particular– have been positioned as places that are literally the farthest place from the U.S. that could 

be imagined. I realized this when my preschool-age daughter made an off-hand comment one day about 

something being as far away as China, and it reminded me of the childhood notions, deeply entrenched 

in Americana, of digging a hole to China. This notion falsely positions China as antipodal to the United 
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States; moreover, it is curious that digging a hole to another country, such as Russia or France or 

Australia, has not so wholly captured the hearts of the cultural imaginary. In the picturebooks, such 

connections between China and “far away” were found recurrently throughout the text set.  For 

example, Mommy Far, Mommy Near: An Adoption Story (Peacock, 2000) uses the word “far” in its title, 

creating a binary of far/near, and implicitly of foreign/familiar, before the story even begins. Other texts, 

such as I Love You Like Crazy Cakes (Lewis, 2000), Sweet Moon Baby (Clark, 2010), and The Story I’ll Tell 

(Ling, 2015) all used variations of “far, far away” to describe China in their texts as well. Through this 

wording, China is emphasized as foreign for readers. While it cannot be argued that China and the U.S. 

are a long distance apart, the standard usage of this terminology in reference to China establishes a 

racialized pattern of depiction. As a counterpoint, I question if other picturebooks referring to European 

countries that are also a long distance away invoke similar descriptions of “far-away.” 

The subject matter of stories also contributed to a sense of submission as well as exoticism. For 

example, within the texts with Japanese American characters or content, there were an abundance of 

texts about Japanese American incarceration. Considering the complexities of “overrepresentation” in a 

limited text set discussed in Chapter 5, the frequency of texts positioning Japanese Americans in the 

past and as prisoners accentuates their marginalization and submission. Though the individual texts 

themselves are largely examples of individual agency, the cumulative effect is the presentation of 

Japanese Americans as tamed threats, or both yellow perils and model minorities.  

Meanwhile, in the texts that did not concern incarceration, symbols of Japanese exoticism, or 

Orientalist (Said, 1979) imaginings abounded. For example, several stories centered around origami or 

used origami as a way to symbolize ethnicity (e.g., Butterflies for Kiri, Falwell, 2003; More-igami, Kleber, 

2016; My Mom and Dad; Harrington, 2015; Pink Paper Swans, Kroll, 1994); notably, the authors of these 

texts were all White. In a similar fashion, other texts invoked Japan by way of chopsticks, sushi, and 

kimonos (e.g., Allison, Say, 1997; Bon Odori Dancer, McCoy, 1998; Hiromi’s Hands, Barasch, 2007). Of 
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course, such goods may be considered as authentic parts of Japanese or Japanese American culture. 

However, Chong (2015) clarified that Orientalism has derived power from “[creating] the Orient (and 

Orientals) as objects of knowledge and representation, whether in sympathy or with hostility” (p. 183). 

This is a reminder that associations between objects and cultures are constructed as symbols and that 

they do not inherently represent anything. Therefore, origami has been made a symbol of Japanese 

exoticism, and is infused with importance, while other culturally significant arts such as watercolor 

painting and pottery do not arouse such fascination or storying.  

Though the role of East Asia in Orientalism (Said, 1979) often supports racial mechanisms to cast 

Asian Americans as foreign, submissive, and exotic, South Asian and Southeast Asian diasporas do not fit 

as neatly into traditionally Orientalist imaginaries. This is for a multitude of reasons, but especially 

relevant to the picturebook analysis is that the Southeast Asian narratives often acknowledged the 

importance of transnational contexts (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) for characters; at times, stories positioned  

characters as refugees, or people who did not necessarily choose America as a home, or as people who 

maintained ties to their home countries, traveling back and forth, or in some texts, as people who were 

displaced and traumatized in part due to U.S. military interventions or hidden and controversial policies 

(e.g., Dia’s Story Cloth, Cha, 1996; Going Home, Coming Home, Tran, 2003; The Lotus Seed, Garland, 

1993). Such depictions defy ideals of assimilation and American patriotism, and therefore disrupt the 

model minority stereotype.  

In addition, the racialization of South Asians as Brown–and Muslim–has been associated with 

fear and alarm following the terrorist attacks on 9/11. As Ku (2015) contended, “thus, a century after 

the fear of yellow bodies preoccupied a racially anxious America, the fear of the brown body has 

become the preeminent racial anxiety in the post-9/11 era” (p. 245). This may also help to explain the 

scarcity of South Asian picturebooks over the last 20 years, as racially induced fear and anxiety do not 

elicit “the romantic projections of Orientalist otherness” (Chong, 2015, p. 183). That is not to say that 
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Brown Asians are not subject to Orientalism, as the racialized representations of Muslims, Sikhs, and 

others are certainly key figures in Orientalist dramatizations; however, this facet of Orientalism (Said, 

1979) is one less prominent in children’s picturebooks and mostly expressed through omission.  

Lasting Harms  

Consequently, several features of the Asian American picturebook have emerged in this analysis. 

Firstly, there is a lack of books that do not Other Asian Americans via racial uniforms (as seen in the 

scarcity of texts with South Asian and Southeast Asian characters as well as non-stereotypical East Asian 

characters) along with a growth of books in which Asians are constructed with brown skin and without 

racial/ethnic identities. In addition, the text set reflects Orientalist (Said, 1979) imaginaries in which 

Asian Americans are constructed as foreign, exotic, and submissive using East Asian subjectivities. Such 

Orientalist framing aligns with the mechanisms of Asianization laid out by Museus and Iftikar (2013). 

Together, these aspects provide some rationalization for why East Asian and Asian American identities 

are so deeply conflated within the picturebook text set. The manifold, lasting harms of this conflation 

are less visible but nonetheless detrimental and far-reaching.   

The overwhelming number of East Asian depictions in this category are harmful precisely 

because they portray a limited selection of what is in fact a collective group. This pattern has also had 

the effect of watering down the political implications of the term “Asian American.” When it was first 

coined in the 1960s, it was the first time disparate peoples under East Asian, South Asian, and Southeast 

Asian umbrellas grouped themselves under a single identity; consequently, it became a signifier of 

political identity associated with socialism, civil rights advocacy, and feminism (Chow, 2018; E. Lee, 

2015). Today, it is more akin to an adjective than a sociopolitical identity (Ishizuka, 2016); some of the 

reasoning for this change may be attributed to the failure to encompass the Asian diaspora in a unifying 

and panethnic manner. 
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More than a collective Asian American socio-political identity being lost however, it is the effects 

of the resultant exclusion of South Asian and Southeast Asian voices and perspectives on their own 

identities that must be recognized. Both CRT and AsianCrit assert that, because racism is both normal 

and pervasive in U.S. society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Museus & Iftikar, 2013), all Asian Americans, by 

way of holding non-White identities in U.S. society, have been subject to bias, racism, or discrimination. 

Yet, for specific groups within Asian America, their lived experiences have included exclusion from the 

very group that is supposed to define them.  

I came to firsthand knowledge of this a few years ago when I embarked on a research project to 

read Asian American picturebooks to a class of 1st graders. For 12 weeks, I read a different Asian 

American text each week in order to counter the silencing and erasure of Asian American stories. 

However, the class I was working with included a young boy who was Nepali American. Born in Texas, he 

moved back to Nepal as an infant and then returned to the U.S. by age two. I looked and looked for a 

text which could act as a mirror (Sims Bishop, 1990), reflecting his life and experiences, and realized that 

there was not a single picturebook representing Nepali American identities. As I read other stories, some 

reflecting a South Asian American background, I could see that he did not recognize himself in any of the 

texts– and why should he have? I had a similar experience a year later with a research colleague who 

had immigrated from Indonesia, who asked me for a book recommendation for his children. I was not 

able to tell him of a single picturebook representing Indonesian Americans.  

Current events have also exposed the lasting harm of a “false” collective Asian American 

identity. The killing of George Floyd, a Black man, by White police officer Derek Chauvin in May of 2020 

provides one example. Floyd’s death has provoked national and international protests against racial 

injustice and police brutality against Black lives, but it has also stirred up inequities among Asian 

American groups. This is because Derek Chauvin’s partner on the force was a man named Tou Thao, who 

stood by and failed to intervene during Floyd’s arrest and subsequent suffocation. The involvement of 
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Thao, a Hmong American, set off large alarms within the Asian American community. Many of these 

were calls for Asian Americans to interrogate their own anti-Blackness (Pan, 2020; Ramirez, 2020). 

However, the Hmong American community, long entrenched in poverty and oppression, responded with 

a justifiable anger towards other Asian Americans (Kang, 2020; Nguyen, 2020).  

In response to a social media surge denouncing Thao and Asian American anti-Blackness, Hmong 

American Ashley Gaozong Bauer (2020) penned the following33 to the East Asian community at large:  

My frustration burns and my pain deepens because our story is not yours and you do not get to 
claim it as your own . . . you look at one Hmong man and then project your collective shame 
onto a people group that has never been fully received by ‘Asian Americans.’ Our (Hmong) story 
is not yours, and your stories are not ours. Complacency and the model minority myth is your 
own collective brokenness to bear. We’ve had to share in the collective shame of the model 
minority but when have Asian Americans shared in the pain or suffering of the Hmong refugee 
narrative and threats of deportation? Tell me, how were we collective in when that happened? 
(para. 1) 
 

The profound pain expressed by Bauer is palpable, demonstrating the destructive consequences of 

Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) mechanisms. 

Returning to children’s literature, the stakes of erasure and silencing are clear. An absence of 

picturebooks about some groups (i.e., South Asians and Southeast Asian Americans), paired with the 

comparatively abundant collection of other groups (i.e., East Asian Americans), inflicts the same 

damage, if not more, of marginalizing Asian American stories and characters within a sea of literature 

spotlighting the range of White voices. Afterall, it is not reasonable to assume that a Hmong American 

would feel represented in a corpus of Asian American picturebooks. Nor is it reasonable to assume 

Korean Americans would see themselves in stories about Chinese Americans, and so on. Instead, the 

diverse and unique groups comprising Asian America must be recognized, legitimized, and made visible.  

By expanding representations and voices of Asian America, there is potential for further efforts 

in advocacy and coalition building. The AsianCrit tenet of strategic (anti)essentialism emphasizes that 

 
33 I have edited Bauer’s quote to reflect minor changes in spelling and grammar to aid in readability.  



 293 

Asian Americans “can and do actively intervene in the racialization process as well” (Museus & Iftikar, 

2018, p. 940). Thus, writing and creating stories of Asian Americans that embrace more South Asian and 

Southeast Asian perspectives would not only impact their own communities but shape the collective 

identity of Asian Americans as well. By extending readers’ conceptualizations of Asian American beyond 

East Asian American, such texts could more authentically reflect lived experiences.  Picturebooks, by 

way of more inclusive representation of Asian racial identities, may then be able to anchor individuals 

together to promote belonging and advance social justice.  
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CHAPTER 7 
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

In this chapter, I provide a summary of the major findings of the study and discuss implications, 

particularly as they apply to the children’s publishing industry. This study, which identifies and analyzes 

representations of Asian Americans in picturebooks, comprised two phases. Phase One, reported in 

Chapter 4, was a critical content analysis of the publication data on children’s books by and/or about 

AP/APAs from 1994 to 2018. This analysis established a context for understanding the status of Asian 

American children’s literature as under-, over-, or equitably represented. Phase Two, reported in 

Chapters 5 and 6, was a critical content analysis of 356 Asian American picturebooks published between 

1993 and 2018. This analysis explored representations of Asian American identity and culture within the 

picturebooks. In Chapter 5, I presented the findings according to genre and, in Chapter 6, according to 

the racial/heritage identity of the protagonist. In these analyses, I investigated how Asian Americans are 

represented as well as who. In the following section, I clarify connections between Phase One and Phase 

Two and how Asian American representations in picturebooks may be considered as reflections of larger 

trends and mechanisms in the publishing industry.   

This study relied on AsianCrit, and subsequently Critical Race Theory, (Chae, 2013; Museus & 

Iftikar, 2013) as a conceptual and theoretical lens of analysis. Thus far, while describing how central 

principles of AsianCrit have applied to this study, I have not expounded upon the final tenet outlined by 

Iftikar and Museus (2018): commitment to social justice. However, as the tenet “highlights the notion 

that AsianCrit is dedicated to advocating for the end of all forms of oppression and exploitation” (p. 

941), it is a centralism underlying all of AsianCrit as well as this study. To interrogate this further, in the 

following sections, I focus on systemic issues of racial prejudice and discrimination found within the 

publishing industry and highlight how scholars and purveyors of Asian American children’s literature 

may advocate for social justice within the domain of kid lit.  
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In the final section of this chapter, I reflect on the stories of Asian America that have been 

brought forth in the picturebooks in this study as well as the overriding themes that emerged in my 

analyses and present implications for future educational research.  

Summary of Findings 

 This qualitative study, framed within critical content analysis (Beach et al., 2009; Botelho & 

Rudman, 2009; Johnson et al., 2017), identified common representations of Asian Americans found in 

picturebooks. Following the tenets of AsianCrit, this study simultaneously revealed ways in which Asian 

Americans are racialized in picturebooks—how they are marginalized and subjected to stereotypes and 

tropes in individual texts and as part of a larger body of work. The research questions and major findings 

of each phase are summarized in the following sections.  

Phase One 

 In Phase One, I was guided by the research question: “How are Asian American picturebooks 

represented, in regard to publication rates and trends over time, within the broader context of Asian 

Pacific (AP) and Asian Pacific American (APA) children’s literature?” I conducted a critical content 

analysis of the CCBC data concerning children’s books published by and/or about AP/APAs from 1994 to 

2018. By disaggregating the data and differentiating between books by and/or about Asian Americans, 

specifically, and the larger corpus, I was able to establish statistical growth and trends in Asian American 

picturebooks.  

 My analysis revealed that growth was extremely minimal across the 25 years examined in this 

portion of the study. In 16 of the 25 years, fewer than 10 Asian American picturebooks were published a 

year, representing less than 0.5% of all the children’s books published annually. Importantly, Asian 

American picturebooks continued to be marginally represented even within the surge of AP/APA books 

documented by the CCBC over the last several years. For example, in 2017 there were 465 books by 

and/or about AP/APAs documented by the CCBC, reflecting 13.3% of the total number of children’s 
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books published that year. However, only 16 books, or 3.4% of the total, were picturebooks, 

representing less than 0.5% of all children’s books published in 2017. These findings align with the 

centralisms of Asian American experience and identity described in AsianCrit (Museus & Ifitkar, 2013), in 

which Asian American erasure and exclusion are normalized. 

 My analysis extended into the CCBC book lists. I conducted critical content analyses of the lists 

of books by and/or about AP/APAs for the years 1994, 2016, and 2018 to explore publication growth 

and trends over time. For each year, I depicted the data set according to book format (i.e., board book, 

picturebook, YA fiction, and nonfiction) and cultural representation (i.e., Asian, Asian American, and 

other). Findings confirmed the overall growth of AP/APA books in number as well as in variety of format, 

subject matter, and ethnic representation. This was particularly evident in the 2018 book log, which had 

a diversity of texts, particularly for teen readers. In light of this progress, the stagnancy of Asian 

American picturebooks stands out.  

Phase Two 

 In Phase Two, I conducted a critical content analysis of 356 Asian American picturebooks 

published between 1993 and 2018. The findings were reported separately in two chapters and are 

further discussed in the following sections. 

Genre 

In this analytic subphase, I was guided by the research question: “How are Asian Americans 

represented in picturebooks according to genre?” To address this question, I filtered the text set to 

examine individual genres within the picturebooks and engaged in a process of coding to explore how 

Asian Americans were represented within and across genres. Altogether, six main genres were 

identified, including contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, biography, poetry/verse, fantasy, 

and other. The majority, or 71%, of the books were categorized as works of contemporary realistic 
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fiction, followed by a smaller proportion representing fantasy (10%) and historical fiction (8%). Each of 

the remaining genres were marginally represented (5% or less). 

 Categorization by genre primarily demonstrated the inclusion or exclusion of Asian Americans 

from various genres. My analysis affirmed that Asian American stories, like stories featuring non-White 

characters, commonly represented characters in real-life settings and often through didactic storylines. 

Conversely, there was a noticeable lack of texts in more imaginative genres such as fantasy and poetry, 

and in subgenres that are common in (White) children’s literature such as humor, mystery, and 

adventure. Thomas (2019) referred to this lack of imagining in genre, particularly fantasy, for characters 

of color as the “segregation of the literate mind” (p. 17). The impact of this segregation was clear in my 

analysis, which demonstrated that genre has shaped representations of Asian Americans for young 

readers by constructing images of what Asian Americans look like, what they do and say, what roles they 

may inhabit, and how they may be storied. 

Though I examined the genres independently, in this summary, I focus on the major patterns 

that emerged across genres. First, Asian Americans were represented across genres using Asianizing 

(Museus & Iftikar, 2013) tropes. Recurrent roles included international adoptee, immigrant grandparent 

or parent (often acting as a cultural repository or bridge) and acculturated or assimilated second-

generation American. Such roles fulfilled the function of positioning Asian Americans as foreign or as 

foreign-adjacent, a status in which close association with foreignness, whether by family or storyline, 

defined characters regardless of their American identity or how long they had lived in the United States. 

These roles also preserved representations of Asian Americans as a model minority, as people who are 

marginalized as foreign yet successfully assimilated into the dominant culture. These representations 

were constructed in the picturebooks but also occurred through omission. In particular, the lack of 

stories centering Asian Americans in other roles or contexts, such as activists or protesters, non-
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Christian religious figures, targets of contemporary racism and discrimination, and as intentionally 

transnational or undocumented, worked to sustain the image of Asian Americans as model minorities.  

In addition, the analysis brought to light the mechanisms with which Asian Americans are 

racialized—representations dependent on essentializing and stereotypical markers. Stories in which 

Asian American representation relied on obvious textual or visual clues were recognized and circulated 

as examples of Asian American stories. Concurrently, texts depicting Asian Americans in more diverse 

ways, including with non-stereotypical physical features, in atypical roles, and through genres more 

associated with creativity and imagination, were rarely recognized as examples of Asian American 

picturebooks by reviewers, booksellers, and publishers. Consequently, the findings reveal how Asian 

American representation is often conditional upon adherence to racialized ideologies.  

Racial/Heritage Identity 

 In this analytic subphase, I was guided by the research question “How are Asian Americans 

represented in picturebooks according to racial/heritage identity?” Subsequently, I filtered the data set 

by racial/heritage representation and engaged in multiple levels of coding to explore how specific 

groups were represented. The racial/heritage identities of protagonists were coded as Asian, White, 

Mixed Race/Heritage, Heritage Affiliation, and Other. While the first three identifiers referred to racial 

identities, heritage affiliation referred to characters holding specific bicultural heritage identities (e.g., 

Korean American, Cambodian American). The category of Other grouped characters whose 

racial/heritage identities were unknown, not applicable (e.g., texts did not have human protagonists), or 

did not fit into the previous categories.  

This analysis revealed who was most visible and invisible within the picturebook text set. In 20% 

of the text set, the characters were portrayed with Asian racial identities, and in 11%, as mixed race or 

mixed heritage. A small number of texts depicted characters with White racial identities (6%) or as Other 

(2%). In the majority, or 61%, the characters held specific heritage identities. Though the findings 
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suggest Asian Americans are more likely to be represented with distinct heritage identities rather than 

as broadly Asian or Asian American, a closer examination of the data also showed the majority were 

representative of East Asian identities, including Chinese American, Japanese American, and Korean 

American. Thus, Asian American picturebooks were made up of mostly East Asian American stories, 

resulting in a gross neglect and disenfranchisement of South Asian and Southeast Asian voices and 

perspectives. This was a major means of Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) characters and texts, as the 

East Asian backdrop of a majority of stories upheld Orientalist (Said, 1979) imaginaries of 

representation.  

Connecting the Dots 

The major findings that emerged from this study provide evidence of the Asianization (Museus 

& Iftikar, 2013) of children’s picturebooks. Across the phases of analysis, the following conclusions about 

Asian American representation in picturebooks may be made:  

• Despite the recent increase in children’s books by and/or about AP/APAs, Asian American 

picturebooks are only marginally published. 

• The limited number of Asian American picturebooks support conditions for racialized 

representations.  

• Asian American picturebooks comprise limited genres that consequently control how Asian 

Americans are represented and imagined. 

• Asian American characters are racialized as forever foreigners through recurrent roles such as 

adoptees, grandparents, and language learners, as well as in storylines centered around 

assimilation, cultural food and festivals, and immigration.  

• Asian American characters are racialized as model minorities through narratives that represent 

them as assimilated “good Americans” (PBS, 2020). 



 300 

• Asian American characters are racialized as a monolith representing East Asia, leading to the 

neglect and silencing of South Asian and Southeast Asian perspectives and voices. 

• Asian American identity is constructed and maintained through omissions (i.e., of roles, 

storylines, genres, and heritage identities that counter racialized tropes).  

• Asian American contributions, histories, and experiences are collectively erased, silenced, and 

ignored throughout children’s picturebooks. 

AsianCrit and Critical Race Theory (CRT) contend that racism is both endemic and pervasive in 

every aspect of U.S. society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Considering this prevalence, racialization has 

not occurred in the texts independently but is inexorably tied to the larger domain of children’s 

literature and the publishing industry itself. Thus, it is critical to examine the role of publishing 

companies in constructing and maintaining racialized representations of Asian Americans.  

In the following sections, I present the implications of this research as they relate to the 

children’s publishing industry as a powerful source of systemic inequities in diversity and inclusion that 

affects children.   

Changing the Conditions of Racialization 

The greatest, and most obvious, implication of this study is one that bears repeating: There are 

simply too few representations of Asian Americans in books for young children. This is historically true 

and continues to be the case despite the increasing numbers of books by and/or about AP/APAs 

documented by the CCBC in recent years. This analysis confirms my lived experience of reading and 

teaching with picturebooks and finding that Asian Americans were rarely depicted in ways that could 

mirror or reflect (Sims Bishop, 1990) my identity and experience. This awareness had lately begun to feel 

contrary to reports announcing continual gains in AP/APA representation in children’s literature. I had 

celebrated this news, but I also harbored silent confusion—if there were so many books about AP/APAs 

now, where were they? Why didn’t I see myself reflected on the shelves at the bookstore or library, and 
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why didn’t my son come home from school with books that had Asian American characters? My 

examination of the CCBC book logs reveals that the answers to these questions are complicated. 

            The zeitgeist of diversity, equity, and inclusion permeating social, cultural, educational, and 

business domains in recent years has increased the prominence and impact of the CCBC’s annual 

diversity statistics regarding children’s literature. The CCBC annual reports have come to represent an 

industry audit of sorts, describing gains, losses, and stagnancies. However, these statements concern the 

recognition of human lives and experiences, not monetary returns. As such, there is more than meets 

the eye. The CCBC has always made a concerted effort at transparency; their main website and 

associated blog posts by staff members describe exactly what their counts include and exclude. For 

example, the CCBC (2020) clarified that cultural authenticity or accuracy is not measured in the statistics 

and that their method of counting has evolved over the years to reflect changes in the socio-cultural-

political milieu and terminology. Despite this, the CCBC statistics are often reported as absolutes and 

interpreted in ways that ignore critical subtleties. For key players in dialogue about equities, Asian 

American representation has dropped off the radar or lessened in importance in publishing and in 

children’s literature, resulting in continued idealizations of the model minority in the process.  

 It is crucial for publishers, researchers, and educators to recognize that progress in diverse 

representation is tied to both numbers of texts and content. My findings demonstrate how the limited 

numbers of texts constructed and maintained conditions for racialized representations, as they became 

“single stories” (Adichie, 2009) of stereotyping and essentialism. In 2016, scholar Sarah Park Dahlen, 

who observed that the numbers alone were not adequately capturing the inequities, oversaw the 

creation of an infographic conveying the CCBC’s report on diversity in children’s books.34 The infographic 

reported the percentages of books about characters from diverse backgrounds and also included 

 
34 The 2016 and 2018 infographics were illustrated by David Huyck, in consultation with Dr. Sarah Park Dahlen. 
Molly Beth Griffin was also a consultant of the 2016 infographic.  
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illustrations using a motif of mirrors (based on Sims Bishop’s [1990] metaphor of literature as mirrors, 

windows, and sliding glass doors). This infographic was updated in 2018 to reflect the CCBC’s 2018 

publishing statistics (Figure 7.1).  

Figure 7.1 

Diversity in Children’s Books Infographic, 2018 

 

Note. Diversity in Children’s Books 2018 by David Huyck and Sarah Park Dahlen. Created in consultation 
with Edith Campbell, Molly Beth Griffin, K. T. Horning, Debbie Reese, Ebony Elizabeth Thomas, and 
Madeline Tyner, with statistics compiled by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, School of 
Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison: https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/literature-resources/ccbc-
diversity-statistics/books-by-about-poc-fnn/. From Picture This: Diversity in Children’s Books 2018 
Infographic, by David Huyck and Sarah Park Dahlen, 2019, 
(https://readingspark.wordpress.com/2019/06/19/picture-this-diversity-in-childrens-books-2018-
infographic/). CC BY-SA 4.0.  
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In the infographic, illustrated children reflecting different racial and cultural identities are shown 

looking at mirrors of various sizes and shapes. For example, a child of Latinx identity (depicted in only 5% 

of children’s books published in 2018) is shown staring at a small hand mirror that provides a partial 

reflection. In contrast, a happy bear (representing the animals and other non-human characters in 27% 

of the books published in 2018) dances in front of a floor-length mirror. The largest contrast, however, is 

seen in the illustration of the White child (depicted in 50% of the books published in 2018), who is 

surrounded by multiple mirrors and reflections of himself in various roles, including an astronaut, 

superhero, sports player, king, and firefighter. Dahlen (2018b) noted the infographic intentionally 

depicted cracked mirrors for the non-White children, reflecting the “funhouse mirrors,” (debreese, 

2017) or distorted cultural/racial representations, constructed in many of the books. Ultimately, the 

infographic serves as a reminder that the CCBC statistics represent books, which may be flawed and 

present fractured representations. Likewise, this study is a reminder that the statistical documentation 

of publication growth, by the CCBC and elsewhere, is also subject to distortion. These reports must be 

read and investigated more thoroughly before assessing progress and growth by diversity initiatives.  

 The central factor affecting equitable and diverse representations in children’s literature is the 

increase in more texts by and/or about diverse peoples. For Asian Americans, more Asian American 

picturebooks means not only more mirrors of identity and experience, but also a decreasing of 

racialization as the power of Asianized (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) tropes and stereotypes is mitigated. 

Expanding the genres of Asian American texts is also critical to breaking down role limitations and 

increasing imaginative storytelling. While the way forward is clear, the reasoning for why this has not yet 

occurred is less defined. However, in the following section, I describe the role of the publishing industry 

in upholding inequities on a systemic level and provide ideas for how this may be combatted.  
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The Role of Publishers 

The domain of children’s literature has long grappled with issues of diverse representation. 

Where responsibility for the neglect of non-White perspectives and voices ultimately lies, however, 

remains a matter of contention. While some authors, scholars, and activists have pointed to book 

creators (i.e., authors and illustrators) as the main players in the battle for representation, children’s 

author and poet Janet Wong (2008) contended the power lies elsewhere: 

Think of a book as a child. The author is the father, who gets things started. The illustrator is the 
mother, who suffers for nine months to give shape to the creation. They both think of the book 
as their own. But the publisher owns the book; the publisher is God. (p. 412) 
 

Wong’s statement is a blunt reminder that a controlling influence beyond the texts themselves dictates 

storylines, character depictions, and overall representations within literature. Her analogy of the 

publisher as God is also quite apt, as it describes the omnipresent yet nebulous nature of this force, 

pulling the strings from behind the curtain. 

 This social force has been explored and named differently in numerous ways. Children’s author 

Christopher Myers (2014) dubbed it “The Market”:  

The Market, I am told, just doesn’t demand this kind of book, doesn’t want book covers to look 
this or that way, and so the representative from (insert major bookselling company here) has 
asked that we only have text on the book cover because white kids won’t buy a book with a 
black kid on the cover—or so The Market says, despite millions of music albums that are sold in 
just that way. (para. 12) 
 

Myers importantly names and deconstructs the dominant rationale for not diversifying texts, though 

this can also be applied to other forms of media such as music, film, and even sports. The notion that 

diverse texts are just not marketable is one that is imbued with racialization. This becomes clear when 

the euphemisms are stripped away, and the implicit claim is made explicit–that texts centered on non-

White characters are neither wanted nor valued. It must be recognized that the degree of public interest 

in and consumption of a product is undeniably tied to socialization of what is acceptable, believable, or 

even desired.  As a result, the question of “Will diverse books sell?” or even more specifically, “Do 
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people want to read about Asian Americans?” cannot be answered without first unpacking how this 

doubt was planted in the first place. 

The frameworks of AsianCrit and CRT name the source of power and representation in U.S. 

society as White supremacy, a system in which a racial hierarchy is normal, natural, and always at work 

(Bell, 1980; Delgado, 1995; Museus & Iftikar, 2013). Others, such as Swartz (2009), have contended that 

capitalism also plays an epicentral role, as monies circulate between domains such as education and 

business and diversity becomes a marketplace. Consequently, Whiteness is constructed as both the 

representative norm and the controlling economic force. While this social construction has been 

explored more deeply in popular discourse in recent years, the degree to which Whiteness has 

permeated our private consciousness continues to require excavation. Thus, the significance attached to 

“The Market” must be understood, in large part, as the internalization of Whiteness, with the publisher 

acting as a major player in upholding these racialized ideologies and hegemonic systems of dominance 

and marginalization. 

 The Market and the publisher should not be understood as separate entities. The publisher 

produces and maintains “The Market” but is then subject to it; simultaneously, hegemonic discourses of 

race, money, and power position White people and narratives at the top of the hierarchy while dividing 

and delegitimizing people of color (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; Swartz, 2009). It 

is important to note these entangled forces are invisible in nature, though their extent, of course, 

depends on what receiving end one is on.  

Myers (2014) alluded to this, explaining The Market is a perfect scapegoat for publishers and 

other “industry folks” because it is “so comfortably intangible that no one is worried I will go knocking 

down any doors” (para 12). In other words, it allows for condemnation of racist practices without 

reform. Myers’s sarcasm makes clear these swirling discourses of dominance are the same, producing 

one primary effect in the world of children’s literature, which is the marginalization and control of 
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various people groups, including Asian Americans. This is why, for Asian Americans, The Market must be 

proven and rationalized for each publication, whereas for White Americans, The Market allows for 

myriad stories, characterizations, and genres. Indeed, the publication of children’s literature is typically 

justified by their quality, not the ability to churn profits.  For many White stories, talk of marketability 

dulls the integrity of the stories themselves and is avoided for fear of selling out. This elevation of 

writing and of books is denied to authors of color, however, whose bottom line always seems to return 

to questions of financial gains and losses. Consequently, publishers are not innocent pawns subject to 

forces out of their control but act as judge, jury, and executioner as they decide who to publish, who to 

ignore, and how to depict and narrativize people’s stories.   

 In the following sections, I describe how publishing companies construct and enable racialized 

representations of Asian Americans and others, through racialized practices of gatekeeping and interest 

convergence (Bell, 1980).  

Publishers as Gatekeepers 

 A few years out of college, I worked in an entry-level position at a children’s publishing company 

in New York City. My cubicle was near the senior editor’s office, so I was often privy to the ins and outs 

(literally and figuratively) of meetings with various authors and illustrators. I couldn’t help but notice at 

the time that the editor, an older White woman, would greet some authors with more familiarity than 

others– indeed, some authors, also older White women, were treated as beloved friends. It also did not 

escape my notice that these friends often held multiple contracts with the company. 

In business, it always pays to know people, and it is also natural that regular business associates 

become friends. Publishing is flush with sweet stories of editor-author friendships, maintained over 

years and endorsed by long strings of books published together. Of course, what isn’t as commonplace 

are interracial, multiage business-relationships-turned-friendships, and how that has affected the types 
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of stories and authors published remains unknown. Longtime Kirkus Reviews editor Vicky Smith offered 

insight, saying, 

The world of children’s literature is like a family. In so many ways, that’s a wonderful thing. By 
and large, we all seem to like each other, and I’m not sure you can say that about many other 
industries. But it also means that we don’t have to work very hard to look outside our family for 
our resources, and since we are a largely white clan, I suspect that these warm, firm 
relationships are part of the problem. (Low, 2013a, para. 7) 

 
Smith’s comment acknowledges that systemic injustices may proliferate, not in some menacing 

declaration of racism or exclusion, but in the warm comfort of friendships and “family” who usher in the 

familiar while inadvertently leaving the Other outside.    

At the most basic level, a gatekeeper stands at an entryway, controlling who enters and who 

leaves. Within the world of children’s literature, publishers assume this role as gatekeeper, determining 

children’s interests and thus the marketability of books, as well as solidifying the implied reader as 

White and middle-class. This gatekeeping is complex and found on every rung of the publishing ladder. 

Gatekeeping in Editorial Content 

In 2015, children’s publisher Lee & Low Books surveyed the publishing industry and found that 

the vast majority of respondents, 79%, identified as White. They conducted a follow-up study in 2019 

with a larger pool of participants and found 76% identified as White. The researchers noted, “Given the 

sample size difference, this 3% change in White employees does not meet the bar for statistically 

significant change . . . in other words, the field is just as white today as it was four years ago” 

(Leeandlowbooks, 2019, para. 13). Even this data, however, can obscure the extent of White dominance 

in publishing. For example, the 2019 survey revealed other significant demographic data, including that 

85% of people in editorial departments identified as White. This suggests the majority of stories, 

including those reflecting “diverse” perspectives, are acquired and edited, or more bluntly, chosen and 

revised, by White people.  
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I saw evidence of this White gatekeeping of diverse content throughout my dissertation study., 

This emerged predominantly in the overrepresentation of books aligning to Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 

2013) tropes and mechanisms. For example, the large number of adoption-themed texts and stories 

about Chinese immigration and Japanese American incarceration demonstrate that texts with specific 

content were recurrently selected for publication. In contrast, the omission of Asian American fantasy, 

poetry, activist biographies, and more is a reminder that other types of stories are simultaneously not 

selected for publication.  

Another manner of editorial gatekeeping is controlling what a diverse text may look like or the 

ideology it may espouse. A disturbing demonstration of this in the picturebooks was in the appearance 

and growth of racially ambiguous characters, often with brown skin. The findings from my analyses of 

the CCBC AP/APA book logs, particularly from 2018, indicate publishers were looking for diversity in 

color but not necessarily race. As Swartz (2009) explained, “diversity is also used in ways that obscure 

systemic racism and sexism” (p. 1048). This is detrimental for many reasons, including that it promotes 

color-blind ideologies and projects false notions of inclusivity and/or progress, detached from actual 

people.  

A communication I had with an author showed how this could occur. In the initial stages of my 

book search, I found a title identified as being about AP/APAs in the CCBC’s list that I had missed in my 

own independent searches. When I read the text, I did not find any indication the book was about an 

AP/APA character, although the main characters were depicted with physical traits that could reflect 

various backgrounds, including dark hair and tan skin. I emailed the author, who was a White woman, to 

inquire about the racial background and received the following response:  

The mother and son are meant to be racially ambiguous. Because the theme of the story is 
universal and not specific to any racial/ethnic group, ambiguity seemed to be the most inclusive 
path. I add a dog whenever possible because almost ALL children relate to them, and I love dogs. 
(personal communication, June 28, 2019) 
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In this exchange, the author’s argument that racial ambiguity was the “most inclusive path” reflected 

dominant ideologies of color blindness, which CRT rejects as illegitimate and a symptom of the 

embedded nature of racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Cai (2002) described the harm of color 

blindness, asserting, “The reader gets the impression that skin color bias is only skin deep and can be 

easily dispelled. But actually, the bias is deeply rooted in the history of racial domination and 

oppression” (p. 127). Color blindness essentially erases race from the equation under the guise of adding 

more color. This practice was seen in a number of texts with illustrations that were often intentionally 

ambiguous and noted as such in interviews or in the peritext. As Swartz (2009) drily observed, “This 

additive process [of diversity] does not necessarily include the knowledge and perspectives of those 

groups that have been excluded, even if they are now present” (p. 1044).   

Whiteness as Gatekeeping 

It must be recognized that Whiteness, as a dominant force, bleeds through even attempts at 

racial diversity and inclusion in editorial content. In the previous correspondence, the author’s 

rationalization for adding dogs as a unifying feature, as well as her editor’s implicit acceptance of this 

decision, reflects her particular perspective. While dogs are kept as pets all over the world, attitudes 

toward pets, dogs in particular, vary wildly. Even in my own experience, several East Asian and Middle 

Eastern households of friends and family, regardless of personal like or dislike of dogs, did not allow 

them inside the house or consider them companions in the way popularized in U.S. culture. While this 

may seem trivial, our exchange represented one of many within this study, in which a White experience 

or perspective was purported to represent others’ more widely, under a banner of “diversity.” This was 

also seen in texts such as The American Wei (Pomeranc, 1998) and An American Face (Czech, 2000), 

which centralized themes integral to the Asian American identity, such as citizenship and assimilation, in 

an idealized fashion that seemed to evade the experiential knowledge (Delgado, 1989) of Asian 

Americans, often running counter to their experiences.  
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 Another way in which this occurred was when authors wrote from the perspective of a 

racial/heritage group that was not their own without recognizing how their works could be susceptible 

to dominant perspectives and/or racialized representations of the group they were writing about. For 

example, Nancy Tupper Ling, a White author married to a Chinese American, was interviewed about her 

picturebook Double Happiness (2015), about two Chinese American siblings who move to a new house. 

The text, written in English, is sprinkled with Mandarin words and phrases. In an interview (Rattigan, 

2015), Ling explained, “[In the original draft] the Chinese words were Cantonese, but I made the 

decision to switch to Mandarin because it’s more universal” (para. 15). Though it is the case that more 

people speak Mandarin than Cantonese, Ling’s use of the word “universal” fails to acknowledge that 

these dialects and their subsequent use are intertwined with histories of oppression and colonization. It 

may be akin to a White author saying their characters originally spoke African American Vernacular 

English but were changed to speak Standard English because it was more universal. More than just a 

less-than-thoughtful remark, Ling’s comment reflects a dominant lens and perspective that racializes the 

people group she wrote about.  

 Such examples bring to light the increasing importance of the #OwnVoices movement in 

publishing, which highlights and buoys stories that reflect the very group the authors are narrativizing. 

In my analysis of Asian American picturebooks, it became evident the stories written by Asian American 

authors were often tomes of lived experience. This included texts about family histories in war 

relocation camps, refugee journeys, memories of grandparents, and difficult immigration experiences. 

As I read Love As Strong As Ginger (Look, 1999), Hannah is My Name (Yang, 2004), Big Red Lollipop 

(Khan, 2010), A Different Pond (Phi, 2017), and Drawn Together (Le, 2017), I felt profound pangs of 

recognition and connection as I recalled personal memories and experiences. These picturebooks were 

examples of counterstories (Delgado, 1989), which told Asian American narratives different in content, 

perspective, and ideology from those reflecting the mainstream. My analysis showed these mainstream, 
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or dominant, perspectives of Asian Americans were Asianized (Museus & Iftikar, 2013), recurrently 

representing Asian Americans as monolithic, and as forever foreigners (Tuan, 1998), yellow perils, and 

model minorities. In describing the power of counterstories, Couzelis (2014) observed, “These voices 

and stories contain the potential to destabilize dominant national myths that act as ‘universal’ histories” 

(p. 16).  

Importantly, many of these stories were intentionally created to provide Asian American 

representation. It was the case that many authors told stories inspired by their own childhoods living in 

the U.S. Interestingly, these were often tied to specific memories, such as playing with cousins while the 

adults played mahjong or fishing early in the morning for that evening’s supper, rather than general 

experiences, such as moving or getting acclimated to a new school. Additionally, several of the texts that 

disrupted Asianizing tropes did so because the illustrators figuratively drew themselves into stories that 

were not originally written with Asian American characters in mind. It is no small matter that Louie Chin 

depicted Asian American siblings in a silly story about dinosaurs crashing a birthday party (Don’t Ask a 

Dinosaur, 2018), for example, or that Yumi Heo perceived Bombaloo, an imagined manifestation of 

anger and petulance, as a little Korean American girl (Sometimes I’m Bombaloo, 2002). These stories 

were meaningful, not because the starring role in a “White” story was filled by an Asian American, but 

because the stories finally aligned with the imaginations and realities of Asian American children 

themselves. 

The difference lies in stories from Asian Americans and storying about Asian Americans. In these 

counterstories, the myths of the model minority were laid bare as authors told their own stories and 

family histories of poverty, post-immigration traumas, language barriers, and cultural clashes. These 

narratives were in stark contrast to those tales of joyous overseas adoptions, racially ambiguous people, 

fearsome ninjas, and fragile origami, and the myths that came with them. Such stories do not produce 
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connections or reflections for readers; rather, the defining characteristic of the most notable 

picturebooks was their commitment to authenticity and specifically, the telling of lived experiences.   

 This is not to say that authors cannot write outside of their race. Several picturebooks written by 

White authors offered thoughtful and developed representations of Asian Americans that resisted 

Asianization (Museus & Iftikar, 2013). A Path of Stars (2012) by Anne Sibley O’Brien provided a critically 

important representation of a Cambodian American family across generations that was equally 

transnational and American. A Piece of Home (2016) by Jeri Watts resisted Othering by describing the 

Korean protagonist in his home context of Korea and by problematizing the notion of (English) language 

deficiency. Texts by Sherry Garland, such as The Lotus Seed (1993) and My Father’s Boat (1998), 

disrupted the model minority trope through somber descriptions of economic hardship and trauma 

among Vietnamese American families. Importantly, these authors had significant experiences with the 

groups they were writing about. O’Brien, who grew up in South Korea as a child of medical missionaries, 

lives in Maine where a large community of Cambodian refugees settled in the 1970s. Watts wrote her 

story based on her personal relationship with a Korean student who struggled deeply after moving from 

Korea to Virginia, and Garland is deeply involved with Vietnamese American communities in her 

hometown of Houston, Texas. Perhaps, then, these stories are examples of how authors, regardless of 

race, write most authentically about their own experiences. 

Interest Convergence in Asian American Picturebooks 

 I considered the idea of interest convergence (Bell, 1980) deeply during my analysis of the 

numerous adoption-themed picturebooks in the text set. I found their numbers overrepresented 

adoptees within the text set and often suffered from biased and racialized narratives, particularly 

through omission of the adoptee perspective and voice. I also described the function of their 

proliferation, as the texts recurrently portrayed adoptees in a manner that moved them from forever 

foreigners to honorary Whites (Tuan, 1998). However, the motivation behind the high frequency of 
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these texts, which often contained very similar narrative arcs, is also relevant to this study. The over-

representation of these texts may be explained through a lens of CRT, particularly through Bell’s (1980) 

theory of interest convergence. 

Principally, the theory of interest convergence asserts that “the interest of blacks in achieving 

racial equality will be accommodated only when it converges with whites” (Bell, 1980, p. 523). In an 

analysis of Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the landmark decision of the U.S. Supreme Court to end 

racial segregation of public schools, Bell (1980) contended that desegregation occurred as a result of the 

converging interests of Black and White people (for White people, this involved increasing international 

standing post-WWII); subsequently, when White people no longer benefited, the Brown decision was 

destabilized in state rulings for decades. I extend Bell’s theory further to the preponderance of adoption 

texts, which may be seen as a product of converging interests for both White and Asian Americans. To 

wit, when White women were confronted with racial inequities because of their adopted children, they 

engaged in actions to resist marginalization. In the case of children’s literature, the inequity was the lack 

of texts that could be mirrors (Sims Bishop, 1990) for their adopted children. When few books were 

found in the marketplace that could reflect their own experiences, these women wrote them 

themselves and managed to get them published. Similarly, there were a number of White women 

authors who had married Asian American men and had biracial children.35 Subsequently, they were also 

able to publish stories featuring biracial characters reflecting their own families.  

While it is commendable these authors wrote and published stories for and about their own 

children and experiences, several considerations must be made. First, these White authors published 

stories featuring Asian American children when racial inequity affected them personally, not before. 

Though writing “outside of one’s race” is generally contested and controversial in literary circles, a 

 
35 These authors included Andrea Cheng, Geneva Cobb Iijima, Nancy Tupper Ling, Jean Davies Okimoto, Helen 
Recorvits, Roseanne Thong, and Suzann Yue, among others. The writing catalogs for several of these authors 
consist almost entirely of stories about their Asian American families. 
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significant number of Asian American picturebooks were published by White authors with vested 

personal interests in representing Asian American children in specific ways. From an authorial 

perspective, this is rationalized as writing inspired by significant life transitions. From a publishing 

perspective, however, the progression from manuscript to publication is less excusable. The important 

question is not why these White women wrote stories about Asian Americans, but why their stories 

were so readily selected for publication. The answer is undoubtably tied to The Market, though a 

relevant reminder is that The Market is also a racialized construction, catering to dominant needs and 

wants rather than those outside the fray. Consequently, the burden of racialized representation lies on 

publishers as makers and movers of this literary capitalism.  

Second, because interest convergence presumes racial inequality will not be addressed until it 

benefits Whites, a significant implication is that the most consistent efforts for social justice come from 

People of Color. This was evidenced throughout the Asian American picturebook text set. Most 

prominently, over the 26-year time span covered in this study, a significant source of Asian American 

picturebooks has been small, dedicated presses intentionally formed by Asian Americans to challenge 

the marginal publication of literature by and about Asians and Asian Americans. Publishers such as 

Polychrome Publishing, Lee & Low Books, Shen’s Books, and Bharat Babies, among others, were key 

sources of picturebooks that addressed critical gaps in the field; importantly, these gaps provided 

resistance against Asianized (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) representations. For example, Bharat Babies, an 

imprint of Mango & Marigold Press, was established in 2014 to resist marginalization of South Asians 

and South Asian Americans in children’s books. The impact of this single press is clear—from 2015 to 

2018, among the only 12 picturebooks published featuring characters of South Asian heritage, 8 were 

published by Bharat Babies.  

The example of Bharat Babies demonstrates how advancement of social justice in children’s 

literature must be resolutely deliberate. As Bell (1980) reasoned that dominant interests are not served 
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by racial equity, change will not occur naturally. Below, I offer some suggestions for attending to the 

issues of representation in Asian American picturebooks explored in this study:  

• Demographic changes must occur within the publishing industry, particularly in places where 

people hold decision-making power such as in editorial, marketing, and human resources. 

• Manuscripts about underrepresented people or communities must be actively solicited by 

publishing houses, literary agents, and editors. Specifically, there is a critical need for the 

following content: 

o Texts representing South Asian and Southeast Asian heritages  

o Narratives from voices completely invisible in the text set, including Sri Lankan 

Americans, Nepali Americans, Indonesian Americans, and Malaysian Americans 

o An increase in genres such as fantasy and poetry 

o Representations of Asian Americans defying Asianized tropes (e.g., undocumented Asian 

Americans, Asian American activists, Asian American political figures, and transnational 

families) 

o Contemporary realistic fiction texts with a wider range of subtopics, including humor, 

sports, mystery, and school stories 

o An increase in historical fiction and biography drawn through a lens of (re)constructive 

history (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) that is more inclusive of Asian American voices and 

contributions throughout U.S. history 

o #OwnVoices narratives about transracial, transnational adoption written by adoptees 

o Texts using more intersectional (Crenshaw, 1990) perspectives that attend to 

intersecting systems of oppression 
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• Authors and illustrators of color, particularly those new to the field, should be supported in 

publishing and in literary and professional structures and communities, as existing systems are 

largely geared towards White traditions and perspectives. 

• Publishers, authors, illustrators, and reviewers must begin to consistently identify racial, ethnic, 

or heritage affiliations of characters. If this is not possible within the texts, external information 

should be provided on publisher/author websites or given to reviewers. 

• Texts representing #OwnVoices must be prioritized because their impact goes beyond the pages 

of the published book to affect systemic injustices in the publishing industry more generally. 

Looking Ahead 

A final and critical implication of this study is that small steps and individual contributions 

matter. It became clear that, within a limited text set, a single text could provide representation where 

there historically was none. For example, Tashi and the Tibetan Flower Cure (Rose, 2011) provided the 

only representation of a Tibetan American character and powerfully juxtaposed three generations of 

Tibetan family members together in a contemporary context. Other stories provided critical glimpses 

into the bicultural identities and experiences of Lao Americans, Burmese Americans, Hmong Americans, 

and more. While such texts exposed a desperate need for further books and representation, the effect 

of these titles was also amplified. In particular, I consider how many of the picturebooks could be 

viewed as the only form of representation a child sees of a particular culture or experience. Though such 

circumstances are precarious, the potential for some texts to become meaningful and powerful mirrors, 

windows, or sliding glass doors (Sims Bishop, 1990) is high.  

In addition, the contributions of dedicated publishing companies such as Bharat Babies, Tilbury, 

Lee & Low Books, and others, were substantial in increasing and diversifying the Asian American 

picturebook corpus. Their impact also extends beyond the texts themselves. For example, Lee & Low 

Books has contributed heavily to furthering dialogue about diversity, inclusion, and equity in children’s 
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literature through their blog, annual diversity infographics, and their industry-wide demographic 

surveys. Outside of even these presses, there is hope and value in the increasing numbers of self-

published texts and translations being published in recent years. Such texts are deserving of scholarship 

and engagement, as there is a high likelihood of their resisting Asianization due to the removal of 

dominant gatekeeping in the editorial process.  

Finally, though it is outside of the scope and timeline of this study to include books published in 

2019 and 2020, it is noted that there is already considerable social media interest and excitement in 

many new Asian American voices in recent publications. In addition, the CCBC has made very recent 

changes to improve their representations of various groups in their statistics. For example, in their 

reporting of the 2019 publishing numbers, the CCBC now counts Pacific Islanders separately, rather than 

aggregating them with Asians and Asian Americans. In addition, characters with brown skin that do not 

include any other racial/heritage identifiers are now counted separately. These are significant steps 

towards deconstructing Asianizing (Museus & Iftikar, 2013) mechanisms of representation and a sign of 

hopeful progress in more equitable and inclusive representation in children’s literature.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

Looking back, this study represented a submersion into the Asian American identity and 

experience within the world of picturebooks. While this work was rich and rewarding, my experience 

with these texts was unique in nature and one that cannot be reasonably extended to most readers. The 

books in this study span over a quarter century of publishing, and a significant portion were difficult to 

access or not found in public library systems.  

I read the majority of these texts during a limited window of time, which enabled a deep soak 

into Asian American stories and histories. As a result, my analysis was influenced by reading and 

engaging with these texts as a collection rather than one at a time, over years as bedtime stories, and 

school read alouds—more typical picturebook experiences. For the vast majority of consumers, 
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especially children, my immersive experience with Asian American picturebooks is impossible. These 

stories are much more likely to be ignored and forgotten. Scholars, such as Loh (2008, 2014), have 

pointed out that an equally pressing issue in Asian American representation in children’s literature is 

that these stories are infrequently read. Thus, while the publishing industry must make concerted 

efforts and long strides towards equitable, rich, and imaginative inclusion of Asian Americans, the onus 

is also on educators, parents, and other consumers to read, engage, and study these texts more 

intentionally.  

While this study remains firmly planted in the texts themselves, investigating the consumption 

of these texts is a critical area of future research. I offer the following suggestions for further study: 

• Empirical studies on young children’s responses to Asian American picturebooks are severely 

lacking in the field and would provide valuable information about what cultural messages are 

being transmitted through these texts.  

• Empirical research with teachers using Asian American texts in the classroom would also be a 

critical contribution to the field and would provide insight into how teachers engage with Asian 

American identities and experiences in school spaces. 

• Research examining self-published Asian American literature would be most welcome and 

would likely provide valuable information about counter-storying (Delgado, 1989) practices of 

Asian American authors and illustrators not under the same editorial control as those working 

with mainstream publishers.  

• Expanding the current study’s parameters to include nonfiction texts with Asian American 

characters or content would deliver a fuller account of how Asian Americans are represented in 

history, social studies, sciences, and other domains of study. 

• Spotlighting underrepresented categorizations of Asian American texts (e.g., Southeast Asian 

picturebooks, stories about Asian American Muslims) and their use in the classroom would 
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support and encourage educators’ use of these texts and provide them with pedagogical tools 

and language to talk about them. 

Stories of Asian America 

In May 2020, PBS released a 5-hour historical film series titled Asian Americans. The 

documentary, reporting on historical events and contributions of Asian Americans across 150 years, was 

one of the most ambitious productions about Asian Americans in television history. I, along with many 

Asian American friends and colleagues, eagerly anticipated the series release. As I watched the 

documentary, I wept at several points, feeling recognition, validation, shock, and resentment in equal 

turns. What stirred up this maelstrom may be summed up by Chinese American scholar Betina Hsieh 

(profhsieh, 2020), who tweeted, “There was more #AsianAmerican history in the first 2 hours of 

#AsianAmPBS than I learned in my entire K–12 schooling. Let’s let that sink in for a moment. I am sure I 

am not alone.” To be confronted with this plethora of real stories of Asian Americans who existed and 

endured, fully participated and contributed to American life, was akin to having the curtains drawn back 

to reveal a grand painting. I was both moved by the content of the film and angry it was buried for so 

long. To be clear, the documentary was one of American history, relevant to all who live in the United 

States and call it home.  

 In one key scene, Vietnamese American film director Ham Tran (2020) described his casting 

process for the film Journey from the Fall, which tells the story of a family’s experience in the aftermath 

of the Fall of Saigon. Tran, marveling that hundreds of Vietnamese refugees (“boat people”) showed up 

to open casting calls for an opportunity to tell their personal experiences, explained, “My education was 

my audition process—a lot of people telling me stories. Hearing 500 stories within two weeks was really 

just [pause] like poof [makes ‘mind blown’ gesture].” Tran noted that hearing such a large number of 

stories stirred him to make advocacy efforts, as he felt a renewed desire to tell more of the Vietnamese 

experience and get others to listen. 
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 Watching Tran describe this moment, I couldn’t help but draw parallels to my own experience 

with this research. In a span of several months, I read hundreds of books before narrowing down my 

data set to the 356 picturebooks in this study. I immersed myself in these and more, as I sifted through 

the CCBC book logs, searching for Asian American stories I might have missed. The process was indeed 

an “education,” as I dipped in and out of histories and narratives of the building of the transcontinental 

railroad, the traumas scratched into the walls of the Angel Island immigration station by desperate 

Chinese merchants, farming and labor unions formed by Filipino Americans and Japanese Americans, 

Hinduism, language gaps between grandchild and grandparent, Cambodian refugee journeys, and more. 

It was like being thrown into a cold lake rather than stepping in one toe at a time. I was overwhelmed by 

the histories, stories, and voices in these picturebooks, even beyond the print on the page.  

Certainly, there were not enough representations of Asian Americans. Many voices and 

perspectives were missing from the corpus, and at times, the presence of a single historical text or 

biography only served to highlight that other historical contributions and people were forgotten. Yet, I 

was humbled by how much Asian American identity and experience was represented in the 

picturebooks and how many authors and illustrators had contested marginalization and racialization to 

tell powerful and authentic stories of lived experience. I saw grandfathers and halmonis, laborers and 

unionizers, cooks, architects, Olympic medalists, immigrants, refugees, and migrants. I read about losing 

and finding homes, the heart-longing and heartache of language, the push and pull of assimilation and 

acculturation, the pain of discrimination, and the joys of food and folklore. Together, the picturebooks, 

like broken tesserae, create more of a mosaic than a mirror. Yet, the pieces are precious and familiar, 

reflecting the profoundly bittersweet resilience of Asian Americans throughout history.  

As I sat at my dining table absorbing the stories shared in the documentary, my son entered the 

room and noticed the tears in my eyes. I explained I was learning history about Asian Americans. Settling 

in beside me, he asked, “Are those people from your history?” I told him, “Those people are from our 
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history.” As Asian Americans continue to break the silence that has long surrounded their experience, it 

is my hope that my children, as well as other Asian American children, can turn to an increasingly 

expansive collection of children’s literature to see themselves, engage deeply in learning, and imagine 

without limits.   
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APPENDIX A 
Sample of Codebook with Three Texts 

 
 

ID 
Publication 

Year 
Title Author 

Author 
Background 

Illustrator 
Illustrator 

Background 

A 1993 Halmoni and the Picnic Sook Nyul Choi 
Korean 

American 
Karen M. 

Dugan 
White 

American 

B 2001 
Big Jimmy’s Kum Kau 

Chinese Take Out 
Ted Lewin 

White 
American 

Ted Lewin 
White 

American 

C 2016 Before We Met 
Laura Krauss 

Melmed 
White 

American 
Jing Jing 
Tsong 

Chinese 
American 

 

ID Genre Summary Themes 
Racial/ 

Heritage 
Identity 

A 
Fiction 

(Realistic) 

Yunmi's class is planning a picnic in Central 
Park and her Halmoni has agreed to 

chaperone. Yunmi wonders if her class will 
make fun of her grandmother’s traditional 

clothing and food. 

Immigration, cultural shame, 
Korean culture, food, 

intergenerational 
relationships, school, 

Teasing/Bullying, Cultural 
differences 

Korean 
American 

B 
Fiction 

(Realistic) 

A young boy helps out his dad’s bustling 
Chinese restaurant and provides a peek 

into what happens in the background of a 
restaurant kitchen. 

Food, family, Chinese culture, 
Chinese American food, food 

service, city life 

Chinese 
American 

C 
Poetry/ 
Verse 

A mother tells her baby about the love, 
hopes, and dreams she had for her even 

before they met. 

mother-child relationships, 
mother’s love, family, 

pregnancy 

Asian 
American 

 

ID Other Representations Other (Notes, Memos) 
Citation (APA 

7th Ed.) 

A 

Grandmother, immigrant, 
school chaperone, cook, 
caretaker, ELL, forever 

foreigner, bicultural, 2nd 
generation  

 
Lots of Korean details in text and illustrations; Halmoni 
wears a hanbok and prepares kimbap. Names reflect 
Korean heritage and some hangul use. Wonder about 
the authenticity of Halmoni always wearing a hanbok 

Choi, S. N. 
(1993). Halmoni 
and the picnic. 

Houghton 
Mifflin. 

B 

Cooks, chef, deliveryman, 
service worker, food service 

worker, small business owner, 
bicultural child, forever 

foreigner 

Lewin provides an author’s note explaining that the 
story is fictionalized but based on a real restaurant in 

Brooklyn (menu on endpapers is from said restaurant). 
As a child who grew up in restaurants, I find the story 
feels very authentic. Some questionable text– uncles 

are named Ming, Chung, Wing. At the end of the story, 
protagonist eats his favorite food: pizza. 

Lewin, T. 
(2001). Big 

Jimmy's kum 
kau Chinese 

take out. 
HarperCollins. 

C 
Mother, infant, pregnant 

woman 

Text is very simple with no cultural content. However, 
mother and baby look East Asian (includes long straight 

black hair, pale skin, monolid eye shape).  Confirmed 
via illustrator that characters are meant to be Asian 

American, loosely based on herself. Illustrations are a 
bit fantastical and whimsical. 

 
Melmed, L. 

(2016). Before 
we met. Beach 

Lane Books. 
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APPENDIX B 
Criteria for Determining Genre 

 

Genre  Defining Criteria  

Contemporary 
Realistic Fiction 

• Story could occur in real life 

• May include narrative arcs about a character’s memories of the past, but 
the primary narrative of the story is set in a contemporary period 

Historical Fiction • Story reconstructs life in the past 

• Chronologic and historic period of the story apparent in the text and 
visuals 

• Story involves a fictional character experiencing a historic event, 
moment, or period 

• Story may begin in a contemporary period, but the primary narrative of 
the story is set in the past 

Biography • Story tells of a real person’s life or a portion of his/her life 

• Story is written by somebody who is not the subject of the story 

• Story is supported by accurate details (e.g., dates, family member 
names, places)  

Poetry/Verse • Majority of the book written in verse 

• Story prioritizes emotion, feeling, and the five senses 

Fantasy • Story could not occur in real life 

• May include a fantastic creature (e.g., monsters, talking animals), 
fantastic object (e.g., magic wand), or fantastic story arc (e.g., characters 
enter a different dimension) 

 
References: 
 
Galda, L., Liang, L., & Cullinan, B.E. (2017). Literature and the Child (9th ed.). Cengage.  

Temple, C., Martinez, M., Yokota, J., & Naylor, A. (2018). Children’s books in children’s hands: An 

introduction to their literature (9th ed.). Allyn & Bacon.  
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APPENDIX C 
Asian American Contemporary Realistic Fiction Picturebooks with Adoption as a Theme, 1993-2018, by 

Ethnicity of Adoptee 
 
Chinese American (18) 

Molnar-Fenton, S. (1998). An Mei's strange and wondrous journey. Melanie Kroupa Books. 

Koh, F. (2000). A China adoption story: Mommy, why do we look different?. Eastwest Books. 

Lewis, R. (2000). I love you like crazy cakes. Little, Brown and Company. 

Peacock, C. (2000). Mommy far, mommy near: An adoption story. Albert Whitman & Co. 

Zisk, M. (2001). The best single mom in the world: How I was adopted. Albert Whitman and Co. 

MacLeod, J. (2003). At home in this world: A China adoption story. EMK Press. 

Thomas, E. (2004). The red blanket. Scholastic Press. 

McMahon, P., & McCarthy, C. C. (2005). Just add one Chinese sister: An adoption story. Boyds Mill Press. 

Stoeke, J. M. (2005). Waiting for May. Dutton Children's Books. 

Kennedy, P. (2006). A sister for Matthew. Guideposts. 

Coste, M. (2006). Finding Joy. Boyds Mill Press. 

Young, E. (2006). My Mei Mei. Philomel Books. 

Cummings, M. (2006). Three names of me. Albert Whitman & Co. 

Lewis, R. (2007). Every year on your birthday. Little Brown and Company. 

Friedman, D. (2009). Star of the week: A story of love, adoption, and brownies with sprinkles. 

HarperCollins. 

Lewis, R. (2010). Orange peel's pocket. Abrams Books for Young Readers. 

Chen-Wallace, S. (2014). Mei Mei's lucky birthday noodles: A loving story of adoption, Chinese culture, 

and a special birthday treat. Tuttle. 

Lopez, S. (2018). Just right family. Albert Whitman & Company. 
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Korean American (5) 

Czech, J. M. (2000). An American face. Child & Family Press. 

Bunting, E. (2001). Jin Woo. Clarion Books. 

Czech, J. M. (2003) The coffee can kid. CWNA Books. 

Heo, Y. (2009). Ten days and nine nights: An adoption story. Random House. 

McDonnell, C. (2011). Goyangi means cat. Viking Books for Young Readers. 

Japanese American (1) 

Say, A. (1997). Allison. Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Indian American (1) 

Krishnaswami, U. (2006). Bringing Asha home. Lee and Low Books. 

Vietnamese American (2) 

McKay, L. (1998). Journey home. Lee and Low Books. 

Sugarman, B. O. (2006). Rebecca's journey home. Kar-Ben Publishing. 

Ethnicity Not Specified in Text (5) 

Carlson, N. (2004). My family is forever. Viking. 

Friedrich, M. (2004). You're not my real mother. Little, Brown. 

Iwai, M. (2011). Soup Day. Henry Holt and Company. 

Blevins, W. (2015). Rice and beans. Red Chair Press. 

Schwartz, A. (2016). Polka dots for Poppy. Holiday House. 
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APPENDIX D 
Asian American Historical Fiction Picturebooks by Topic, 1993-2018 

 
Chinese Immigration (6) 

Yin. (2001). Coolies. Philomel Books. 

Partridge, E. (2001). Oranges on golden mountain. Dutton Juvenile. 

Currier, K. S. (2005). Kai's journey to gold mountain: An angel island story. East West Discovery PR. 

Yin. (2006). Brothers. Philomel Books. 

Lee, M. (2006). Landed. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

James, H. F., & Loh, V. S. (2013). Paper son: Lee's journey to America. Sleeping Bear Press. 

Experiences during WWII (14) 

Mochizuki, K. (1993). Baseball saved us. Lee and Low Books. 

Shikegawa, M. (1993). Blue jay in the desert. Polychrome. 

Say, A. (1993). Grandfather's journey. Houghton Mifflin. 

Uchida, Y. (1993). The bracelet. Philomel Books. 

Mochizuki, K. (1995). Heroes. Lee and Low Books. 

Lee, M. (1997). Nim and the war effort. Sunburst. 

Bunting, E. (1998). So far from the sea. Clarion Books. 

Noguchi, R., & Jenks, D. (2001). Flowers for Mariko. Lee and Low Books. 

Say, A. (2002). Home of the brave. Houghton Mifflin. 

Lee-Tai, A. (2006). A place where the sunflowers grow. Children's Book Press. 

Preus, M. (2008). The peace bell. Henry Holt.  

Smith, I. (2008). Mei Ling in China city. East West Discovery Press. 

Yamasaki, K. (2013). Fish for Jimmy. Holiday House. 

Moore, S. (2015). The peace tree from Hiroshima: The little bonsai with a big story. Tuttle. 
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Non-US Historical Events (6) 

Garland, S. (1993). The lotus seed. Harcourt Brace. 

Cha, D. (1996). Dia's story cloth. Lee and Low Books. 

Balgassi, H. (1996). Peacebound trains. Clarion Books. 

Krishnaswami, U. (2003). Chachaji's cup. Children's Book Press. 

Smith, I. (2010). Half spoon of rice: A survival story of the Cambodian genocide. East West Discovery 

Press. 

O'Brien, A. (2012). A path of stars. Charlesbridge. 

Other (3) 

Lee, M. (2001). Earthquake. Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 

Terasaki, S. T. (2002). Ghosts for breakfast. Lee and Low Books. 

Hall, B. E. (2004). Henry and the kite dragon. Philomel Books. 
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APPENDIX E 
Asian American Picturebook Biographies, 1993-2018 

 

Say, A. (2004). Music for Alice. Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Yoo, P. (2005). Sixteen years in sixteen seconds. Lee and Low Books. 

Mochizuki, K. (2006). Be water, my friend: The early years of Bruce Lee. Lee and Low Books. 

Barasch, L. (2007). Hiromi's hands. Lee and Low Books 

Lord, M. (2008). A song for Cambodia. Lee and Low Books. 

Weston, M. (2009). Honda, the boy who dreamed of cars. Lee and Low Books. 

Yoo, P. (2009). Shining star: The Anna May Wong story. Lee and Low Books. 

Hale, C. (2009). The East-West house: Noguchi's childhood in Japan. Lee and Low Books. 

Moss, M. (2013). Barbed wire baseball. Abram and Sons. 

Reicherter, D. (2015). The Cambodian dancer: Sophany's gift of hope. Tuttle Publishing. 

Pimental, A. B. (2016). Mountain chef: How one man left his groceries, changed his plans, and helped 

cook up the National Park Service. Charlesbridge. 

Keating, J. (2016). Shark lady: The true story of how Eugenie Clark became the ocean's most fearless 

scientist. Sourcebooks Jabberwocky. 

Lang, H. (2016). Swimming with sharks: The daring discoveries of Eugnie Clark. Albert Whiteman and 

Company. 

Briggs Martin, J. & Lee, J. J. (2017). Chef Roy Choi and the street food remix. Readers to Eaters. 

Clickard, C. (2017). Dumpling Dreams: How Joyce Chen brought the dumpling from Beijing to Cambridge. 

Simon & Schuster.   

Harvey, J. W. (2017). Maya Lin: Artist-architect of light and lines. Henry Holt & Co. 

Grady, C. (2017). Write to me: Letters from Japanese American children to the librarian they left behind. 

Charlesbridge. 

Schoettler, J. (2018). Ruth Asawa: A sculpting life. Pelican Publishing. 

Nobleman, M. T. (2018). Thirty minutes over Oregon: A Japanese pilot's World War II story. Clarion 

Books. 
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APPENDIX F 
Asian American Fantasy Picturebooks, 1993-2018  

 
 
Say, A. (1995). Stranger in the mirror. Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Robles, A. (2003). Lakas and the Manilatown fish. Children's Book Press. 

Chapman, M.B., & Chapman, S. C. (2004). Shaoey and Dot: Bug meets bundle. Thomas Nelson Inc. 

Chapman, M.B., & Chapman, S. C. (2005). Shaoey and Dot: The Christmas miracle. Thomas Nelson Inc. 

Muth, J. J. (2005). Zen shorts. Scholastic Press. 

Chapman, M.B., & Chapman, S. C. (2006). Shaoey and Dot: A thunder and lightning bug story. Thomas 

Nelson Inc. 

Yoo, T. (2007). The little red fish. Dial Books for Young Readers. 

Lin, G. (2007). The red thread: An adoption fairy tale. Albert Whitman & Company. 

Muth, J.J. (2008). Zen ties. Scholastic Press. 

Clark, K.H. (2010). Sweet moon baby: An adoption tale. Alfred A. Knopf. 

Muth, J. J. (2010). Zen ghosts. Scholastic Press. 

Budnitz, P. (2011). The hole in the middle. Hyperion Books. 

Sheth, K. (2013). Tiger in my soup. Peachtree Publishers. 

Muth, J. J. (2014). Hi, Koo!. Scholastic Press. 

Shirtliffe, L. (2014). The change your name store. Sky Pony Press. 

Ling, N. (2015). The story I'll tell. Lee and Low Books. 

Ohi, D. R. (2015). Where are my books?. Simon and Schuster. 

Muth, J. J. (2015). Zen socks. Scholastic Press. 

Le, M. (2016). Let me finish! Disney Hyperion. 

O'Hara, M. (2016). The fintastic fishsitter. Feiwel and Friends. 

Fan, E. & Fan, T. (2016). The night gardener. Simon and Schuster Books for Young Readers. 
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Wan, J. (2016). The whale in my swimming pool. Farrar, Straus, & Giroux. 

McClintock, B. (2017). The five forms. Farrar Straus Giroux. 

Kim, J. (2017). Wheres halmoni?. Sasquatch Books. 

Lin, G. (2018). A big mooncake for little star. Little, Brown Books for Young Readers. 

Chen, E. (2018). Juno Valentine and the magical shoes. Feiwel and Friends. 

Tra, F. (2018). Masterpiece robot and the ferocious Valerie knick-knack. Tilbury House Publishers. 

Fan, E. & Fan, T. (2018). Ocean meets sky. Simon and Schuster Books for Young Readers. 

Cassie, A. (2018). Sterling the best dog ever. Farrar, Straus, & Giroux. 

Angleberger, T. (2018). The princess and the pit stop. Harry N. Abrams. 
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APPENDIX G 
Asian American Poetry Picturebooks, 1993-2018 

 

O'Connell, K. (1999). Little dog poems. Clarion.  

Wong, J. (2000). Buzz!. Harcourt. 

Thong, R. (2000). Round is a mooncake: A book of shapes. Chronicle Books. 

Wong, J. S. (2000). This next new year. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Thong, R. (2001). Red is a dragon: A book of colors. Chronicle Books. 

O'Connell, K. (2002). Little dog and Duncan. Clarion. 

Mak, K. (2002). My Chinatown: One year in poems. Harpercollins. 
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