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Foreword

The people and communities that we serve deserve to have books, services, and resources that reflect not only their lives but their current economic and societal information needs. Communities are constantly changing, and it is the library’s responsibility to make sure we are adjusting our practices to meet our customers’ needs. Sarah Voels’s research on auditing diversity in library collections serves as a guide for developing a practice to ensure our resources reflect the communities that we serve. Providing equal access to all library customers is an essential component of every library’s mandate. However, there are systemic barriers that inhibit marginalized populations from having equitable access to library resources and services. Next, I share personal examples that relate to Sarah’s work on how these systemic barriers can inhibit equitable access to resources and services in libraries.

Before getting my start in public libraries as a community and neighborhood branch manager in 2018, I worked for six years in academic libraries and almost four years in school libraries, and I worked with a nonprofit I founded in 2017, iLibrary Experience, which ensured that disadvantaged students would have equitable access to school library experiences. Advocating and developing initiatives, programs, and services to push equity and inclusion within libraries has been a constant throughout my span of 13 years in libraries. In each role, I have consistently worked in spaces where my customer base was majority Black and Hispanic with socioeconomic challenges. I often found myself in situations where strategic advocacy was needed to ensure equitable services and resources were available for my customer base. My passion and continuous dedication to this issue led to me receiving a Library State Technology Act (LSTA) grant to create a coworking space (Library Entrepreneur Research Hub) for a historically Black college or university (HBCU) library in Charlotte, North Carolina. This space provided students and marginalized residents access to technology, ideation workshops, free business consultation sessions, and a new collection of business and leadership books by Black and minority authors. The combination of my different avenues of work led me to start Library Social Capital, a consulting firm to assist with leadership and equity challenges in libraries.

I worked as a high school librarian (media specialist) at a science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) magnet (low socioeconomic) school whose student population was 89 percent Black and 7 percent Hispanic, with the remainder white and Asian. The previous librarian retired after being in the position for 10 years. Circulation in the library was nonexistent outside of required checkouts from class assignments. The collection of 7,048 books was outdated, with an average age of 2004 in 2013. According to American Library Association (ALA) standards, a highly effective school library program should have a minimum of 15 to 20 books per child, and I had 4 books per child for the 1,626 student population.1 The newer books in the collection did not pique the interest of students that I served. I had a small population of students who enjoyed sci-fi and fantasy books, but I noticed a drastic gap in reading interest with the Black male students. Many of the students had never seen a younger Black librarian and constantly asked me questions regarding my “why” for being in the industry. My biggest goal in this role was to change the culture and collection, introduce information literacy instruction, and address accessibility challenges. Students had limited access to the library outside of minimal class visits and were affected by the digital divide. I was, for many of the students, their introduction to reading for pleasure, developing information/digital literacy skills, and being offered an introduction to stories that they could relate to. Alongside these barriers was a new study by the often-cited 2014 study by Harvard economist Raj Chetty, which ranked Charlotte as the worst in the United States (50/50) for economic mobility.2 This means that if you were born into a family whose annual income is less than that of 80 percent of the population, you only have a 5.4 percent chance to make it out of poverty.

I advocated to the principal for the students to have access to the library before school, during lunch, during the day, and after school. I shifted the culture my first year by surveying and asking students about their interests and avoiding conversations about checking out books. The surveys I created asked if students had previous library instruction, internet access at home, computers at home, a history with checking out books, and if they had books at home. I learned that over 80 percent of my students never had formal library instruction, had no Wi-Fi/technology access at home, and had not checked out books regularly since elementary school. Most students did not have books at home. My findings left me disheartened and at a loss, knowing some students were moving forward to college with limited knowledge of how to locate scholarly resources.

I learned that students were interested in the sneaker culture, music industry, popular sci-fi, urban fiction, and books on entrepreneurship. My plan was to purchase books based on their interests. The district allotted each library a core collection of books and a county budget based on each school’s population. I was given $1,800 to spend for 1,626 students. I used the funds to purchase books based on student interest, but I noticed challenges with finding books of interest from the approved district vendor list (publishing companies). Despite the challenges, I noticed an immediate increase in circulation from books I was able to purchase. I never did an official diversity audit of the collection, but I did an assessment based on student interest. After my first year working at the school, the leadership changed. The school gained a new principal, and she had different viewpoints on the library based on her experience from former schools she managed. To the leadership team, open access meant students skipping class, too much leisure, and disruptions in the hallways. This viewpoint was challenging for me because I spent a few months training at an affluent high school in Charlotte, which had trusting open-access policies for their students, who behaved no differently.

I unfortunately had to close the library doors for a six-month period because of assumed behavioral issues. The school leadership did not see the importance of students having access because their assumption was that students did not take the library seriously. Instead, the principal found other tasks for me, like assisting with the launch of new photo identification cards for students and assisting with ACT prep. The library became a holding space for make-up testing and professional development for teachers. I had to strategically advocate for students with data by showing the disparities of library access and staffing among affluent majority white vs. Black schools in the Charlotte area. Through my research, I found that students who attended affluent and private schools had open-access visitation policies and four or more librarians staffed for one school. I showed the difference in circulation statistics, accessibility, and additional funding opportunities from the parent-teacher association (PTA) boards.

In 2015, a fellow librarian colleague in the same district received an unrestricted $50,000 donation from her affluent school’s PTA committee. This was a surplus of funding in addition to her district book allocation received by the county. The librarian was given an opportunity to purchase new books, databases, and technology for an affluent population of students. I highlighted research from Deborah Lang Forggatt, who found that equitable access to school libraries develops literate, self-directed, lifelong learners who develop the social capital to make informed decisions and purposefully act upon them.3 I often talked to school leaders about the Keith Curry Lance 2013 School Library Impact Study, which found that students who are poor, students in the minority, and students with disabilities who have full-time librarians are at least twice as likely to have “Advanced” writing scores than their counterparts without full-time librarians.4

Through consistent advocacy, I was able overturn the decision, but my students still had limited accessibility. As I said at the beginning, I share this story because it relates to the work that Sarah Voels has put into this book regarding inequalities in libraries. Sarah mentions in her introduction that it is our collective responsibility as library professionals to remove as many barriers as possible. Oftentimes these barriers to equitable services and resources are rooted in systemic racism. I do not believe that the school leaders were racist, but that they developed oppressive library policies based on preconceived thoughts about the students and stereotypes of librarianship. Sarah mentions that our role as gatekeepers of information is to ensure that we are providing books and services for everyone. I also share this story because, as library professionals, we have a responsibility to investigate and dismantle the unjust practices of the past to ensure that our marginalized customers have access to equitable resources and services.

This book is not only a guide for conducting diversity audits; it offers a deep glimpse into the systemic challenges in providing equitable resources and services to the marginalized populations that we serve. My colleague who received the additional funding for her students will have the opportunity to develop a thriving library program full of books and resources to give her students an advantage. This made me think of the neighboring public library in that same affluent community that also has the best books and resources that reflect the community it serves. As a public library community branch manager for one of the poorest communities in Charlotte, North Carolina, I oftentimes find myself strategically advocating to remove systemic policies and practices that limit equitable services and resources for marginalized customers.

This book is purposeful because Sarah gives you a 100-year lesson on diversity challenges within the publishing industry that affect libraries. She highlights diverse pioneers in the field of librarianship who challenged the status quo. Her highlights on Charlemae Hill Rollins and Pura Belpré give you an understanding of why our role as information professionals is so important. We have to ask tough questions like Rollins, who fought tirelessly for Black representation in books for her customers on the South Side of Chicago in the 1920s. It mentions Belpré, who in 1932 published the first Spanish-language book in the United States. It mentions Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps, who made the first Black contributions to the publishing industry despite economic and racial turmoil in the United States.

Sarah not only talks about the challenges for authors of color in being awarded and recognized throughout history but also researches the inequities in the publishing industry. Most librarians working in academic, public, or school libraries are overwhelmed with wearing multiple hats. It is convenient to order books from a predetermined suggested purchase list from well-vested publishing companies. What Sarah brings to light is the inequities of diversity among staffing within these publishing companies. Sarah mentions that those who decide who gets published and what books get highlighted are overwhelmingly white. She goes on to highlight that people of color in these publishing companies overwhelmingly do not work in areas where they have the influence to make decisions. If you are a solo librarian of a school library, you may assume that recommended books come from an equitable standard of literature that you should have in your collection. Sarah highlights several studies like the 1960s Larrick Study, which was a three-year study on diversity from 63 publishers: of 5,206 books, only 6.7 percent featured a Black character. I am not surprised by those findings from the 1960s, but Sarah does research to prove that not much has changed, which is why there is a need for equity work in collection development.

Sarah highlights the work of Karen Jensen for the Teen Librarian Toolbox; she started the conversation on conducting diversity audits. Jensen wrote a number of articles to challenge the status quo and to promote the need for diversity audits. Although I never thought of the term “diversity audits” back then, one would assume that with all the history of inequities in libraries that this would have been an official practice years or decades before 2017. Although that is concerning, this book will guide you and give examples of various ways to conduct diversity audits. This book takes the reader on a journey of auditing a wide range of collections from various types of libraries across the United States, highlighting best practices, lessons learned, and optimistic ways to improve the process. Many of the audits not only take a deep dive into representation but also offer a glimpse of how people of color are being portrayed in stories. For instance, you’ll read about the work at Columbus Public Library, where Erica Cherup, selection and acquisition manager, and her team conducted a sample audit in 2019 of their children’s and young adult fiction collection. Cherup and her team’s findings were in alignment with the issues discussed with publishing companies simply not having enough books to purchase to reflect the Columbus community. What I found most interesting from their findings was that they now have an established process for each of the 19 libraries to conduct future diversity audits based on the communities that they serve. It is stories and examples like these that make this work so valuable to the library industry.

Sarah has a chapter dedicated to conducting diversity audits in other areas of libraries, which is how we connected. Sarah reached out to me because she wanted to learn more about the legacy audit I led with a team at Charlotte Mecklenburg Library System. We were tasked with evaluating over 200 artworks, sculptures, artifacts, and other historic contributions gifted to the library’s 20 locations. This audit was done during unfolding events surrounding the Black Lives Matter movement. During this period many organizations and institutions were evaluating whether historic artifacts and building names were insensitive to the communities they serve. My team made several recommendations to the county board; the biggest change was the renaming of a branch named after Governor Cameron Morrison. Governor Morrison was responsible for leading the “Red Shirts,” a group of white supremacists that intimidated Black voters in 1919. More details can be found in Chapter 6.

Sarah does a great job highlighting the importance of equity and inclusion in collection development while also referencing how this work should be done in other areas of libraries. Libraries are not just a storehouse of print materials; we have expanded our work in so many areas. This book is a toolkit for advocacy work to strategically dismantle systems of oppression in examining collections and beyond.

Rosalind Washington

NOTES

1.    “Highly Effective School Libraries Have a Common Set of Characteristics,” American Library Association, October 24, 2011, http://www.ala.org/tools/research/librariesmatter/highly-effective-school-libraries-have-common-set-characteristics.
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Introduction

My library career is shaped by the fact that for as long as I have been a reader, I have had access to books whose characters served as my mirror.1 For many summers during my youth, I could be found rereading my mother’s collection of Trixie Belden stories by Julie Campbell and Kathryn Kenny. I saw a young, white girl with siblings, homework, chores, and parents who sometimes had to say “no.” She had all the markers of a loving, middle-class home, and aside from the wealthy neighbors and mysteries to solve, she was me. I never had an “aha!” moment upon discovering, for the first time, a book character I saw myself in because I have never been without. This is the very notion of privilege.

Beyond that, I don’t specifically recall the first time I read a character who did not look like me. My initial thought is to ascribe this to an assumption that everyone has characters like themselves so it would not seem new or different to me. I suspect, however, that this is not entirely accurate. The more likely explanation is that I probably did not encounter a nonwhite protagonist until I was in college and most likely in my world literature classes. It was not until I was a librarian developing the collection my patrons wanted (and need) that I understood that my experience with books was unlike the experience of a growing number of our patrons.

When I began focused collection development, I did so with the intent of filling the library with authors and characters who resembled the community I serve. I look at my life and my career through the lens of a white, educated, middle-class, cisgender woman. Some in my community look like me, and some do not. Seeking materials for my community often results in my having yet another window into a world adjacent to mine. I am thrilled to have this window that I did not know I was missing, but my joy and opportunity in this will never be more important than that of those who are only now getting their mirrors. The mirrors featured here mostly show the faces of young people, as my professional experience has been focused on youth and young adult materials. My personal involvement with audits then focuses on materials for these age groups, but examples of how libraries have moved this process into adult services can be found through my colleagues featured in Chapter 4.

As I will detail in Chapter 3, I have conducted diversity audits in my library. This has been a truly educational process that has served to broaden my understanding of the publishing industry today and the role that library staff have in influencing book decisions. I have learned a great deal by conducting diversity audits, continuing research, and having conversations with library staff from across the country. For this book, I contacted public and school library staff from every state and territory, as well as intentionally seeking out small one-room libraries, large systems, school libraries with a high percentage of students experiencing poverty, and libraries in highly affluent communities. All of these stories and experiences come from library professionals who serve their communities in an age of abundant race-based violence and a global pandemic that has only widened the gap between those with privilege and those without. I am extremely grateful to the librarians who shared their experiences with me.

This book has been expanded during the course of its writing and, I hope, will serve as a useful tool on an ever-evolving subject matter. The first chapter is a necessary prologue to the reasoning behind diversity audits, which will make up the remaining chapters. It is a relatively brief look at the past 100 years of publishing and important book milestones related to equity, diversity, and inclusion (but mostly the lack thereof). With the development of the Newbery Award in 1922 and the Caldecott Award in 1938, 100 years of literary history seems appropriate to discuss here. These awards, as exciting as they can be and as problematic as they can be, recognize achievements in children’s literature and serve as a starting point in examining the role of books in a child’s life. Providing this information at the beginning sets the stage for what remains; the absence of diverse stories in publishing is not new—it is part of the infrastructure. The alarmingly infrequent celebrations of Black and Indigenous people and creators of color are narrated alongside important moments in American history that influence these irregular occurrences. The second chapter then discusses the history of diversity audits as I understand it, beginning with their uses in the business world before looking at how the same concept has been applied to libraries, predominantly library collections.

Chapter 3 is dedicated to detailing what has proven beneficial for my collection in the context of my community, but also the important lessons I have learned along the way. My research and efforts in audits, as is true for anyone else, comprise a largely inexact science. People have complex identities and live in complex circumstances. Race and ethnicity play a significant part in diversity audits, just as these identities are a richly lived experience. I am a white woman in a predominantly white field, employed in a predominantly white state. It is my sincerest hope that I have illustrated throughout this book how “color blindness” supports no one except a white society unprepared for challenging conversations on accountability. It is also important to note that any shift in publishing has not been the result of there suddenly being Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) readers or stories and creators. They have always been here.

I can only speak as a white, cisgender woman in our predominantly white profession. It is important to use our privilege where we have it to further amplify those voices not given the same attention as ours and to know when our silent support is of greater use. It is not the responsibility of our BIPOC colleagues to instruct our white majority. Conducting diversity audits in my collections is one way that I have worked to educate myself about how my lived experiences have shaped how I work. Collecting inarguable data has held me accountable to building a better collection. This same information has, at times, also served as evidence to the need for this work, for these stories, as the censorship of materials for young people continues to rise.

Chapter 4 includes similar details and lessons from public libraries across the country, while Chapter 5 takes that analysis to school libraries. The information gathered in Chapters 3 through 5 focuses primarily on diversity audits to library collections, but materials are not the only place in which audits have been successfully adapted. Chapter 6 discusses how some libraries have used audits to promote equity in other areas of library life. You will notice that I rely on projected census models for 2019 to discuss the populations served by the libraries included in this book. The bulk of the interviewing for and the writing of this book was done during the 2020–2021 pandemic-related closures, so much of the information is related to this peculiar time in global affairs. The results of the 2020 census have not been fully released at the time of this writing.

Also, when discussing data from the census, I have used the same terms as the government does as much as is possible. For example, when referencing a location’s Black population, the implication should be “Black or African American alone” as it appears on the census data. The census data also records “Two or more races” and “Hispanic or Latino” as separate classifications. For ease of reading, I have excluded the word “alone” from race or ethnic groups, and this should be the assumed norm unless otherwise stated. Otherwise, there would be a significant amount of repetition that might distract from the information. For example, when discussing the population of New York City in Chapter 4, it reads “32.1 percent white, 29.1 percent Hispanic or Latino, 24.3 percent Black or African American, 14.1 percent Asian, and 3.6 percent two or more races” and not “32.1 percent white alone, 29.1 percent Hispanic or Latino alone, 24.3 percent Black or African American alone, 14.1 percent Asian alone, and 3.6 percent two or more races.”

Further, when discussing those of Latin heritage, I will use the term “Latino.” Spanish is one of many gendered languages, and “Latino” is recognized by the Royal Spanish Academy as both a masculine term and the preferred term in reference to both groups of mixed genders and in acknowledging an individual beyond the gender binary. “Latinx” is an American creation and not regularly used by native Spanish speakers, as the “-x” ending is not customary to the language. “Latine” is also used as a gender-neutral term but is not widely recognized. It is my hope and my intent to compassionately advocate for all peoples with this work and to use gender-neutral terms when possible. But it is also not appropriate for me to assign or create terms for someone else’s identity.

After discussing the process that many libraries have taken to perform this work and the benefits they have experienced as a result, it is important to also be critical and discuss its shortcomings. The flaws and limits of audits, as well as areas in which attempts have been made to bring some level of automation to the process, are discussed in Chapter 7. Finally, Chapter 8 includes an interview with librarian and writer Karen Jensen of Teen Librarian Toolbox. She has been one of the most outspoken advocates and educators on the subject, having been a part of webinars on equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) from the School Library Journal, and I am thrilled she agreed to be interviewed for this project.

The intention of this book is that it provides useful information to other librarians and library professionals contemplating diversity audits of their own collections. The landscape in which this study is performed is constantly shifting and so, too, must our parameters. It must be forever shifting as we learn more about publishing and our role in it. My work in researching, conducting audits of my own, and educating others, however I can, has been an important milestone in my library career. I am fortunate to have come to a position to share that information with you, with the understanding that I, too, will continue to learn from this ever-evolving field.

Mostly I have learned two very important things:

1. The work of an audit, though arduous, is important in assessing one’s collection, but it is only useful if that information is seriously considered and thoughtfully utilized to inform the future of the collection, and

2. We are unmaking entire library collections that have, thus far, been at the mercy of a homogenous history of publishing.

There is no rulebook.

NOTE

1.    This concept was developed by Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop in 1990 and encompasses the opportunity for people to see themselves represented in literature, as well as to experience the culture and lived experiences of others, here understood to be “windows.” This is further elaborated on in Chapter 1.


1

The Diversity(?) of Library Collections

When discussing literature in America, the response is often varied. Some will think of the so-called literary canon, filled with classic stories often written by white men in the 1800s to early 1900s and regularly taught in college English coursework. Others might call to mind the favorite picture book of their childhood that they anticipate sharing with a young person someday. Still others might look simply to their bookcases, nightstands, and wherever else stacks of books might live in their home and what adventures await within their pages. Myriad possible images come to mind because so many of us have a relationship with reading, one way or another. It might be a joy and frequent hobby or a fraught experience and a struggle, but books themselves maintain a fairly universal image.

Like books, libraries carry certain imagery. Consider libraries at their core purpose. Dr. Shiyali Ramamrita Ranganathan, mathematician and scholar of the library sciences, narrowed down the truest purpose of libraries with The Five Laws of Library Science1:

1.	Books are for use

2.	Every reader, his or her book

3.	Every book its reader

4.	Save time for the reader

5.	The library is a growing organism

Each of these steps is essential to the future of libraries and their relationship with readers, and it should be acknowledged that each of these steps should be considered a focused commandment towards accessibility. This notion of appropriate accessibility can be used in different ways. As Emily Rimland discusses, “This law might seem trivial in our day and age, but it harkens back to times when books were often chained to bookshelves and locked in rooms away from the patrons who wanted to use them.”2 This reminds us of the history of librarianship as literal gatekeepers of information and the necessity of that change, but we can expand on that thought as well. As one part of the book industry, libraries have an important role to play. We often serve as the only point of access by which our patrons are ever introduced to a book or author, and so it is our collective responsibility to remove as many barriers to this access as is possible. If libraries are truly filled with books to be used, books for every reader, then not only must the books themselves be accessible to people so, too, should the stories contained within. The characters and their creators should provide an accessible narrative in which every reader sees themselves reflected in the pages. Ranganathan penned these five laws in 1930, almost 100 years ago, and I would argue that these principles have not changed, that libraries should always strive for such equity. One might assume then that libraries would have been at the forefront of leading the charge for novels representative of their communities, pressuring publishing houses to contract with marginalized authors and bring diverse stories to readers.

This has not been the book experience.

To fully understand the role that equitable, diverse, and inclusive literature plays in libraries, particularly public and school libraries, which often serve as a child’s primary access to books, we must have a broader understanding of the history of diverse literature or the lack thereof—diverse, here, meaning outside white, able, heteronormative. Throughout modern publishing there have been numerous “firsts” as more works are being published by authors and illustrators of marginalized identities. These firsts, though historic in nature, are not limited to the deep past of long-ago eras. There are still many more firsts to go, particularly in honoring the achievements of creators who are openly LGBTQIA+, authors with physical disabilities and/or chronic health issues, and neuro-atypical authors. While each achievement in publishing, each bestseller, and each award is worthy of celebration, there is undoubtedly room to mourn the infrequency of certain celebrations and the distance between firsts and seconds.

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF DIVERSITY

1920s

As the publishing industry that we know of today has evolved over the last century to what it has become in this millennium, there have been and will continue to be many firsts along the way. With its establishment in 1922, the Newbery Medal was intended “to encourage original creative work in the field of books for children. To emphasize to the public that contributions to the literature for children deserve similar recognition to poetry, plays, or novels,”3 and it became the first children’s book award in the world. Still regarded as one of the most important book awards, the Newbery helps to usher in a surge of similar stories. In other words, “success breeds imitation, so when authors and illustrators of color win book awards, particularly the Newbery and Caldecott Medals, it can lead to greater diversity in literature overall.”4 Just six years after the Newbery’s creation, the first author of color won. Dhan Gopal Mukerli was honored in 1928 for his novel Gay-Neck: The Story of a Pigeon, set in his home country of India. While Mukerli was able to celebrate an early first win for Asian or Asian American authors with his 1928 Newbery, it would not be until 2002, when Linda Sue Park won for A Single Shard, that the second Asian/Asian American author won. The distance from the first win by an Asian or Asian American creator to the second win was 74 years.

The 1920s also brought about two important firsts in the field of librarianship that ultimately changed the profession. Pura Belpré was hired by the New York Public Library in 1921, becoming a pioneer in bilingual storytelling by incorporating her Puerto Rican heritage into library services. Charlemae Hill Rollins was hired by the Chicago Public Library (CPL) in 1927 and would go on to lead the “charge against the stereotypical portrayal of African Americans in children’s books.”5 She was employed at the George Cleveland Hall Branch of CPL for 31 years as the first children’s librarian there. This was a brand-new library branch on Chicago’s South Side, a predominantly Black part of the city. She was not only the children’s librarian but also a tireless advocate for the Black and brown children of the city. The questions she posed about authentic representation in collection development remain valid:

1.	Are the people portrayed in the book natural or real, or are they presented from a distorted point of view?

2.	Does the book set up standards of superiority or feelings of inferiority in the minds of the children who read it?

3.	Is the book free from derisive names and epithets that would offend?6

1930s

Belpré would go on to write and publish the first Spanish-language book in the United States, Perez y Martina, in 1932.7 An exciting year in publishing, 1932 also saw Arna Bontemps and Langston Hughes jointly writing Popo and Fifina: Children of Haiti. Both authors were Black, as was E. Simms Campbell, who illustrated this first “children’s novel by and about Blacks.”8 Along with these firsts in children’s literature came the creation of the Caldecott Medal in 1937, “to be given to the artist who had created the most distinguished picture book of the year.”9 Over its history, the Caldecott would go on to better reflect communities, as “increasingly the winning titles have reflected the diversity of American cultures and moved from the traditional cozy picture book world into visual examinations of more challenging areas of modern life.”10

These achievements in children’s literature were accomplished against the backdrop of economic upheaval in the United States following the Stock Market Crash in 1929. Race relations, though never good, plummeted during this time, so much so that “by 1932, approximately half of African Americans were unemployed. In some Northern cities, whites called for African Americans to be fired from any jobs as long as there were whites out of work.”11 This ongoing systemic oppression prevented Black people from reasonable livelihoods. White supremacist violence also heightened during this time; lynching increased nationwide from 6 in 1932 to 24 in 1933.12 When Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office in 1933 prior to World War II, the American people began the slow climb to economic prosperity with the New Deal. While advantageous for many white Americans and the national economy, Black Americans continued to be denied reasonable jobs and economic stability.

1940s

By 1941 the United States was firmly involved in World War II, sending soldiers off to the European theater while rationing, metal drives, and women entering the industrial workforce in droves occurred at home. The pain of World War II was not reserved for global spaces away from mainland America. Part of the American involvement in the destructive ideology of the war included the racist action of Executive Order 9066. This order forced nearly 120,000 Japanese and Japanese Americans into internment camps.13 Clara Breed, president of the American Library Association’s (ALA’s) then-titled Children’s Services Division and San Diego librarian, protested the order and corresponded with her young, imprisoned patrons.14 The Japanese American National Museum in Los Angeles, California, is now home to the Clara Breed Collection, also available online. The collection is a series of letters she received from imprisoned children throughout the war; “Breed became their reliable correspondent, sending them books, assisting with requests for supplies, and through her actions, serving as a reminder of the possibility for decency and justice in a troubled world.”15

During this time, Zia Pueblo artist Velino Herrera won a Caldecott Honor (not Medal) in 1942 for In My Mother’s House, written by Ann Nola Clark, and had “the distinction of being the only American Indian illustrator—or author—of a Caldecott book”16 for 79 years as described in a master’s thesis by Angela Moffett. While small steps forward have been made in publishing by Indigenous creators, significant improvements are needed both in encouraging the growth of Native creators and in publishing and marketing their stories. While depictions of Native peoples are featured throughout Caldecott- and Newbery-honored books, they are predominantly depicted with harmful stereotypes and offensive caricatures, an unfortunately common and problematic occurrence throughout publishing.

Another honor winner, this time for the Newbery, became a first. Arna Bontemps won a 1949 Newbery Honor for Story of the Negro, making him the first Black author to win a major ALA award.17

1950s

The 1950s did not add much to the conversation of diversity in literature, as there were few milestones in the decade. The first Newbery winner to feature a Black protagonist was awarded in 1951: Amos Fortune: Free Man, by Elizabeth Yates, a white author. The biographical novel is based on a real Black man who was captured and forced into slavery and who eventually works his way back to freedom. However authentic the representation may have been in the narrative, it is yet another fictionalized representation of a Black person as a slave.18 Continual depiction of Black people solely in the context of historical fiction (and most predominantly through the trauma of enslavement) creates the false narrative that the foul exploitation and injustice towards Black people are a historic event and not an ongoing abuse. The 1958 Newbery Medalist was similarly problematic—Rifles for Watie, by Harold Keith. He won “the Newbery Medal on the understanding that some of the stereotypical language about African Americans will be changed in the second print. The changes were quietly made without the author’s knowledge or consent.”19 The language was reverted back to its original text by the third printing at Keith’s demand.

While there appeared to be little movement in shifting society through literature, the U.S. Supreme Court made a greater impact. What started as five separate cases in various court circuits was brought together as a single case: Brown v. Board of Education, in which “the main issue in each was the constitutionality of state-sponsored segregation in public schools.”20 The case was decided in 1954. After two years of trials, Chief Justice Earl Warren delivered the unanimous decision to desegregate schools, saying “in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.”21 This was an important moment in racial justice in America, and yet it seems that every moment of justice is paired with vengeful, white supremacist–motivated tragedy. In August 1955 14-year-old Emmett Till was accused of whistling at a white woman, for which his revolting punishment was to be kidnapped and brutally murdered by white men who, though confessing to the heinous crime, were acquitted by an all-white jury.22

1960s

The Civil Rights Era had already begun by the 1950s, and the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1957 to protect voting rights23 was an essential part of that. It would take many more years of civil disobedience and nonviolent protest to elicit effective change, including lunch counter protests in 1960,24 the Freedom Riders journey in 1961,25 the March on Washington and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous speech in 1963,26 and eventually legislation such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which guaranteed “equal employment for all, limited use of voter literacy tests, and allowed federal authorities to ensure public facilities were integrated,”27 in addition to the planned peaceful march from Selma to Birmingham in 1965 that turned violent at the hands of white state troopers.28 This day would forever be remembered as Bloody Sunday. Conflict was not left at home. America was also entering the Vietnam War.

Violence and segregation raged during the 1960s as America was attempting to transition to a peacefully integrated society. The book industry was also taking note of the ongoing inequity. Nancy Larrick, an internationally recognized expert on reading,29 famously wrote in the The Saturday Review: “white supremacy in children’s literature will be abolished when authors, editors, publishers, and booksellers decide that they need not submit to bigots.”30 She conducted a three-year study of children’s literature and found damning, yet unsurprising, results. Over those three years she studied 5,206 children’s books from 63 publishers and found that just 6.7 percent featured a Black character. Larrick’s study is similar to that currently conducted by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center; however, her progressive examination of the lack of diversity in children’s literature took place from 1962 to 1964. “Integration may be the law of the land, but most of the books children see are all white,”31 and very little has changed in publishing in the intervening 65 years.

Larrick’s study came through the lens of a society experiencing integration and the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, when those unaccustomed to discourse on race found it at the forefront of thought and privilege. For the history of literature, white readers have been able to find white authors and characters in abundance. White characters are, for many, the default and have proved to be so for decades, while white authors are the norm and oft-celebrated.

This study served as a catalyst for the development of the Council on Interracial Books for Children (CIBC) in 1965. The CIBC would publish the Interracial Books for Children Bulletin from 1966 to 1989.32 Council members included book professionals throughout the country, including Larrick, Charlemae Hill Rollins (the first Black president of the Children’s Services Division), and author Langston Hughes. The first issue of the Bulletin featured an important letter from one of the editors, Jean Karl:

The responsibility for all of us who are interested in seeing culturally diverse books reach the children who need and want them is now two-fold. First, we must learn to recognize what is good and what is bad in this area of children’s literature. Second, we must encourage all children to read about the things they know and slowly to blend this knowledge with what they do not know. As a result, each child will appreciate his own culture not only for what it is, but for what it can give to others who are different; and those who are different will no longer seem strange or unreal to him, but a source of pleasure and personal growth.33

The Bulletin also featured reviews of culturally diverse children’s books, and that first issue included a review of The Snowy Day by Ezra Jack Keats. The picture book features Peter, a young Black boy, exploring his neighborhood in the winter time and is credited as “the first picture book about a modern African American child to win the Caldecott,”34 in 1963. Earlier publications featuring Black characters failed to represent modern experiences and instead relied on historic narratives such as enslavement or are themselves a racist depiction of Black characters. The Snowy Day would go on to be widely considered a children’s classic.

Race was not the only national discussion of marginalized identities during the 1960s. At this time, those who were LGBTQIA+ were given limited rights and suffered harsh consequences if their private lives were discovered. The 1969 police raids and subsequent riots in and around the Stonewall Inn in New York City served as a marker of this struggle.35 The Stonewall Inn and surrounding area was deemed a National Historic Landmark, protected by the National Park Service, in 2016.36

1970s

Though conflict in Vietnam had begun in the 1950s, the United States did not enter the war until 1965. Further trauma followed with the first draft lottery in December 1969.37 The early 1970s would go on to be shaped by conscription, posttraumatic stress induced by the war, and antiwar and antigovernment anger and protest. The power of protest and civil disobedience became a theme of the 1970s, with antiwar protests as well as feminist and environmental activism.

The 1970s, though tumultuous, came with progressive steps for literary America. Very small but notable steps towards progress came to diverse representation in literature, including several Newbery and Caldecott Honor books by or about nonwhite authors or characters. However, it was not until 1975 that the first Black author won the Newbery Medal—a full 53 years after the award was established. Virginia Hamilton won the Newbery for M.C. Higgins, the Great that year. The next year, in 1976, Leo Dillon became the first Black artist to win the Caldecott Award for Why Mosquitoes Buzz in People’s Ears, which he illustrated with his wife Diane, a white artist. They would win again the following year for Ashanti to Zulu: African Traditions, marking the first time that an illustrator has won back-to-back Caldecott Medals.38 It was also the first year that a Black creator won both the Caldecott and Newbery Awards, when Mildred Taylor won for Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry. Taylor was the second Black author to win the Newbery, just two years after Hamilton.

Because it took decades for any children’s book that positively featured a Black protagonist to be given the most distinguished literary award for the age group, it became abundantly clear that an award to specifically highlight the achievements and contributions to the literary field made by Black creators was necessary. The Coretta Scott King Award was first awarded in 1970 to celebrate Black “authors and illustrators for outstanding contributions to children’s and young adult literature that promote understanding and appreciation of the cultures of all peoples and their contribution to the realization of the American dream.”39

1980s

The conservative movement known as the New Right grew to dominance in the 1980s, appealing to a wide variety of people from evangelical Christians, to antitax advocates, to “defenders of an unrestricted free market.”40 This tumultuous decade also included the Cold War and ongoing conflict with Soviet-controlled nations, Reaganomics, the presence of Margaret Thatcher in Europe, and an economic depression unseen since the Great Depression. The United States also suffered through “the AIDS crisis and the rampant, structural homophobia that it spawned.”41

When considering the literary 1980s, books that have held onto their popularity and respect were published by diverse creators. Both Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and Audre Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My Name were published in 1982, Beloved by Toni Morrison was published in 1987, Salman Rushdie published The Satanic Verses in 1988, and The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan was published in 1989.42 Excitingly, The Color Purple “won Walker both the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the National Book Award for Fiction in 1983”43 before being adapted into an equally award-winning film by Steven Spielberg. Also in the world of literature, changes were made at the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC). Though it was established in 1963 as a research library at the University of Wisconsin-Madison School of Education,44 it did not begin its now-famous study on children’s literature until 1985.45 Originally the study documented “books published each year that are written and/or illustrated by Blacks. In that year, there were just eighteen books by Black authors and artists, out of about 2,500 published.”46 Nine years later the CCBC expanded their study to include all authors and illustrators of color.

1990s

Caldecott Medal winners included some important firsts in the 1990s. The 1990 medal went to Ed Young for Lon Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from China, and “although several Asian American artists had won Caldecott Honors in the past, he was the first to win the gold.”47 David Diaz was also the first Latino artist to win the medal in 1995 for Smoky Night, which featured a Black protagonist, the second Black protagonist in a Caldecott-winning book since 1963.48 As of this writing, Diaz remains the only Latino Caldecott winner in its 84-year history. Latino works and creators would go on to be better celebrated with the 1996 development of the Pura Belpré Award, “established by the National Association to Promote Library Services to the Spanish Speaking (REFORM) and the American Library Association in 1996, [to recognize] outstanding Latino writers and illustrators for children.”49

Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop also wrote her now famous “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors” essay for Perspective in 1990. In it she explained the need for children to have stories that not only reflect themselves (mirrors) but also those that reflect others (windows and sliding glass doors), when children can use their imagination and feel a part of the story of others. Bishop also credits Larrick’s landmark 1965 article and shares the same concern of not only marginalized readers not finding their mirror in stories but also young readers of dominant groups not being able to see windows. “Children from dominant social groups have always found their mirrors in books, but they, too, have suffered from the lack of availability of books about others. They need the books as windows onto reality, not just on imaginary worlds.”50

Such imaginary worlds may be preferable to the real world experienced in America throughout the 1990s. It was referred to as the Good Decade through a nostalgic lens: “At the very least, in North America and Europe, the 1990s possessed a sense of happiness that seems long vanished. Money still generated money. Computers were becoming fast, easy, and cheap, and with them came a sense of equality for everyone. Things were palpably getting better everywhere. History was over and it felt great.”51 This sentiment is shared in a New York Times opinion piece where “looking back at the final ten years of the 20th century is grounds for genuine mourning: It was simply the happiest decade of our American lifetimes.”52 How happy, though, can the decade truly be? There were exciting steps forward in the literary world, but they (and the decade) are also framed around a narrative of great collective trauma and upheaval.

On April 29, 1991, “all four officers were acquitted of charges in the King case, save for a mistrial on one charge against Powell of excessive force”53 after the four officers were videotaped beating Rodney King, a Black man. This acquittal led to the Los Angeles Riots. Additional trauma in America included the 1995 bombing of Oklahoma City, resulting in the deaths of 168 people,54 as well as the 1999 murder of 13 people at Columbine High School, “at the time, the worst high school shooting in U.S. history.”55

2000s

The first decade of the new millennium was ushered into existence with the months-long fear that technology would not be able to recognize the shift from the 1900s to the 2000s. This panic, known as Y2K, dominated the latter half of 1999, as people prepared for the risk of the global economy collapsing at the stroke of midnight. Fortunately, the concern was largely unnecessary, but still, the decade was not off to a good start. Mass horror was reignited September 11, 2001, when four passenger airplanes were forcibly hijacked by al Qaeda terrorists and crashed in New York City; Arlington, Virginia; and Shanksville, Pennsylvania, killing 2,996 people. The fear that morphed into xenophobia and Islamophobia following the terror attacks resulted in “hatred [that] was essentially considered as patriotism.”56 This Islamophobia was reinforced by political leaders, media, and creators finding negative stereotypes of Muslims and Islamic culture in American entertainment, including John Updike’s Terrorist and the short story “The Last Days of Muhammad Atta,” by Martin Amis.57

The 2000s, already entrenched in xenophobic othering, also brought positive movement in recognizing the achievements of nonwhite writers. The Asian/Pacific American Librarians Association (APALA) began presenting literature awards across different categories, including adult literature, picture book, and youth literature, in 2005.58 The American Indian Library Association did similarly and awarded its first American Indian Youth Literature Award in 2006. “Books selected to receive the award present Indigenous North American peoples in the fullness of their humanity.”59 Aside from a seeming embrace of an emphasized xenophobic prejudice in culture, there were also positive developments in the 2000s to better highlight authentic voices. The Michael L. Printz Award was developed by the Young Adult Library Services Association to “recognize the best in the field of materials for young adults” and “inspire wider readership in the genre.”60 Though in development in the 1990s, the first Printz Award was given in 2000 to Walter Dean Myers for Monster.

2010s

Myers is a prolific Black author of young adult materials. Aside from his own novels, he is also noted for his influential opinion piece, “Where Are the People of Color in Children’s Books?” This article appeared in The New York Times in 2014. In it, he discusses the lack of Black characters, especially Black boys, in literature: “As I discovered who I was, a black teenager in a white-dominated world, I saw that these characters, these lives, were not mine.”61

While inclusion of inaccurate or negative stereotypical portrayals of marginalized characters is dangerous, so, too, can be the lack of any representation. Philip Nel writes at length in his study Was the Cat in the Hat Black? about “one of the most common but unnoticed examples of structural racism in children’s literature: the absence of characters of color from locations where we might expect to see them.”62 As readers, we should be allowed to expect characters of all descriptions to be regular features in the books we read, as people of all descriptions are participants in our world. However, there are contexts in which the omission of certain peoples is especially telling.

An entire chapter of Was the Cat in the Hat Black? is dedicated to the omission of Black people in books following the massive danger presented by Hurricane Katrina in 2005. This is especially notable in the award-winning creations of William Joyce and The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr. Morris Lessmore. While other books in the decade following Katrina’s destruction of the Gulf Coast, such as Ninth Ward by Jewell Parker Rhodes and Finding Someplace by Denise Lewis Patrick, largely featured Black characters, as well as highlighting the predominantly low-income communities of New Orleans that were overwhelmingly affected by Katrina, Joyce’s high-profile multimedia endeavor did not.

Morris Lessmore started life as an Academy Award–winning short film before morphing into a celebrated book app and then eventually into a picture book in 2012. “Hurricane Katrina, a main inspiration for the story, killed nearly two thousand people, most of them African Americans,” writes Nel. “In Orleans Parish, the location of seventy three percent of hurricane victims, the mortality rate among Blacks was 1.7 to four times higher”63 than white residents. In contrast, Morris Lessmore features only white library patrons and highlights other books written only by white authors. This erasure is consistent across all three versions of that story. Many books pose a similar problem, including The New York Times bestseller The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue by V.E. Schwab, in which the protagonist lives for 300 years during the height of colonialism while travelling the world and encounters only one person confirmed on page to be of color.

Beyond this erasure, representation in children’s materials continued to make improvements throughout this decade, beginning with Jerry Pinkney winning the 2010 Caldecott Medal for The Lion & the Mouse, becoming the second Black artist to win—34 years after the first. Later in 2015, the Newbery and the Caldecott both went to Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) creators. Kwame Alexander (Black) won the Newbery Medal for The Crossover, while Dan Santat (Thai American) won the Caldecott for The Adventures of Beekle: The Unimaginary Friend. This decade also included the first and second Newbery Latino winners with Matt de la Peña’s 2016 win and Meg Medina’s 2019 win, 94 and 97 years, respectively, after the Newbery Medal was created. In the discussion of the infrequent celebration of racially diverse winners of the Caldecott and Newbery Medals, it is important to recognize that other creators have been celebrated with their respective honors. For example, while David Diaz remains the only Latino Caldecott winner, Antonio Frasconi, Berta Harder, and Yuyi Morales join him with the Caldecott Honor.64 It is also important to understand that the Caldecott is an award presented to illustrators for their art, not to writers.

Furthering the obvious need for wider representation in literature came with the creation of We Need Diverse Books in 2014. The organization is a “non-profit and a grassroots organization of children’s book lovers that advocates essential changes in the publishing industry. Our aim is to help produce and promote literature that reflects and honors the lives of all young people.”65 Socially, it is also important to note that Black Lives Matter (BLM) was founded in 2013 following the murder of Trayvon Martin, a Black teenager, and the acquittal of his murderer. Along with the social movement BLM represents, there has been an increase in the publication of books featuring Black protagonists, according to data compiled by the CCBC.

From the information in Table 1.1, we can see a sharp increase in books about Black or African characters following 2013. It is most noticeable in 2015, when many of the books written during the latter end of 2013/early 2014 would have been published.



TABLE 1.1. Children’s Books By and About Black/African Received by the CCBC





	
Year


	
Books By Black/African


	
Books About Black/African







	
2018


	
214


	
405





	
2017


	
132


	
355





	
2016


	
94


	
287





	
2015


	
108


	
270





	
2014


	
85


	
181





	
2013


	
69


	
94





	
2012


	
69


	
119





	
2011


	
79


	
123





	
2010


	
102


	
156





	
2009


	
83


	
157







Source: Data on books by and about Black, Indigenous and People of Color published for children and teens 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/



The CCBC has expanded the scope of their study a few times since its 1985 inception to better reflect diverse representation and service to the children’s book community. They again expanded their study in 2019 to break out Pacific Islander representation, which “had until then been erroneously included in the Asian category.”66 The team also began including data for Arab/Arab American representation, as well as queer identities, disability, and religion, in 2019.

2020s

Today, despite over 100 years to progressively change the landscape of children’s literature and 65 years since Larrick’s landmark study, things remain much the same. The CCBC released data in early 2020 on children’s books surveying data on both the author and characters featured in the story. Of the 4,029 books submitted by U.S. publishers, 452 of those prominently featured a Black character, or roughly 11.2 percent. Data on books by and about BIPOC published for children and teens is compiled by the CCBC, School of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison.67 Of those 452, only 212 are considered #ownvoices, a term coined by author Corrine Duyvis, in which the protagonist and author share a marginalized identity68: in this case, they are both Black. This leaves just 5.2 percent of those published in 2019 featuring Black characters and written by Black authors.

Authors and illustrators for both the Caldecott and Newbery Medals in 2020 proved to be one of the most diverse classes of winners and honorees ever. The Caldecott and Newbery both went to Black creators. Jerry Craft won the Newbery with the graphic novel New Kid, the first time that a graphic novel has won, and illustrator Kadir Nelson won the Caldecott for The Undefeated. This was written by author Kwame Alexander, and so both the author and illustrator of this award winner are Black. In fact, of the eight Caldecott-winner and honor-winning author and illustrator teams, only one person is white. Of the seven remaining creators, five are Black, one is Puerto Rican, and the final one is Vietnamese.

It was not until 2021 that an Indigenous illustrator was honored for a second time by the Caldecott committee. We Are Water Protectors is illustrated by Michaela Goade, a member of the Tlingit and Haida tribes in Alaska, and it was awarded the 2021 Caldecott Medal, the first Medal win for an Indigenous creator.69 The picture book was written by Carole Lindstrom in response to the construction of the Dakota pipeline, a highly contested project that plowed through Standing Rock Sioux territory.70

The question of diversity in children’s and young adult literature is not to be limited to the number of books being written featuring marginalized characters. That question must be expanded in two parts; the first is to ask how fairly are these characters being portrayed? Are their stories rife with stereotypes and potentially damaging representations? Are they caricatures of reality? Is the danger of telling just one kind of story featuring someone of that identity at play? And second, where are these stories not being told? In what scenes and in what stories is the omission of these characters as damaging as a negative portrayal?

In Larrick’s 1965 essay, she highlights that Black characters are often included in stories where they are featured as slaves, servants, or other low-wage laborers, a portrayal that remains common to this day. Fortunately, more is being published featuring Black characters with a growing variety of stories, but there is far more to be done for the inclusion of other characters representative of people in our communities. The work of the CCBC also goes on to measure children’s materials featuring Indigenous, Latino, Asian, and Pacific Islander characters, which all measure lower than the representation of Black characters and authors. These steps in progress for more and more authentic representations of marginalized groups in literature, particularly children’s and young adult literature, are both necessary and long overdue.

Progress has been made in the promotion and support of nonwhite authors and illustrators, and those advances are recorded by the CCBC. This must be an ongoing effort by the book industry to continue to push for authentic stories. However, we must also work to recognize the lack of representation when it comes to telling the stories of those who are LGBTQIA+, have mental and/or physical health concerns or conditions, are from various religious or spiritual traditions, or are neurodiverse. These are important stories to tell in our communities as well, and they often go significantly underrepresented because there is no appropriate avenue for measuring these identities.

Libraries are a part of the supply chain of the book industry. We have an opportunity to change that industry and demand inclusive representation on behalf of our communities as the hub through which many will first encounter such stories.

DIVERSITY AND GENRE

Diversity and genre have dual connotations, and, in this case, dual warnings. First, when we promote diversity and inclusion in fiction, it is important to promote diversity beyond the confines of genre. For example, using data from the CCBC, Nel concluded in 2014 that only 8 percent of books with Black characters were written by Black authors. “Furthermore, look more closely … and you’ll notice something else: realism, historical novels, and nonfiction are, by far, the most frequent genre categories.”71 This excludes Black characters from myriad other potential stories. Shouldn’t Black readers see themselves as heroes in fantasy series? The love interests in best-selling romance novels? The detective in long-running, popular mysteries?

Scholar and writer Ebony Elizabeth Thomas focuses her research in The Dark Fantastic: Race and the Imagination from Harry Potter to the Hunger Games on the imaginative worlds created around Black characters; the treatment of them in the world-building; and the subsequent reaction from readers, viewers, and critics. The source materials that served the focus of her studies can all be considered fantasy, a genre that often excludes characters of a marginalized identity, leaving the protagonist to be a default character; in the case of much of western literature, default is often synonymous with white. She writes in her introduction, “My mother was doing me a favor by letting me know that magic was inaccessible to me. The real world held trouble enough for young Black girls, so there was no need for me to go off on a quest to seek it.… In order to survive, I had to face reality.”72

Similar arguments can be made for the lack of representation outside of the realistic fiction genre. Fantasy specifically, for a genre where whole worlds and societies are created for the purpose of telling an incredible story, are predominantly white and able-bodied as though such protagonists add an air of credibility to fantastical worlds of wizards, dragons, warring kingdoms, and mystical warriors. This is slowly shifting as the publishing industry starts making amends for neglecting these stories in the past but also at the encouragement of newer writers with unique perspectives to introduce into the fantasy genre. “After decades of dwarves, elves, and other Norse-based mythology, the world of fantasy is changing, incorporating the myths and legends of cultures around the world.”73 Culture and mythology from across the globe have served as inspiration in recent fantasy books and have introduced stories outside the Anglo-American mythos. The Rick Riordan Presents imprint from Disney-Hyperion has intentionally used this as a way to celebrate not only global traditions but also #ownvoices authors for children’s materials such as the Cuban-influenced Sal & Gabi Break the Universe by Carlos Hernandez; Tristan Strong Punches a Hole in the Sky by Kwame Mbalia, which takes on African folklore focused on Anansi; and Rebecca Roanhorse’s Race to the Sky inspired by Navajo myth in New Mexico.

Reimagining or perhaps reclaiming myth and legend dominated by white, often male, creators whose creations largely represent the “literary canon” has also emerged in the last decade. Arthurian legend, while often adapted, was recently retold and blended with African folktale and culture in the American South in Legendborn by Tracy Deonn, while Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has been retold as fantasy featuring a Black protagonist by L.L. McKinney in her Nightmareverse Trilogy. This alternative to revered classic literature is part of a social media–boosted literary movement: #DisruptTexts. The movement was developed by teachers to “challenge the traditional canon in order to create a more inclusive, representative, and equitable language arts curriculum that our students deserve.”74 Because the frequently taught literary classics are mostly written by white male authors featuring white characters, they often exclude the narrative of people of color and examples of their lived experiences. Instead, the intentions of #DisruptTexts encourages the reading of these classic stories through a critical lens while adapting coursework to include culturally responsive and antiracist literature.

Damage is done by excluding a variety of characters in genre fiction, but damage is also done by relegating these stories exclusively to historic fiction. Limiting queer stories to Edwardian tales of longing or only discussing Black history in relationship to enslavement reinforces the inaccurate notion that these acts of oppression are firmly in the past and not related to current lived experiences. “The institutional emphasis on history has the unintended consequence of implying that temporal progress necessarily correlates with progress towards justice.”75 An overrepresentation of one type of story over a broad array of stories specifically looking at race, whether it be American slavery, civil rights, or the internment of Japanese Americans, “offers the impression that racial or cultural inequality and oppression are things of the past, failing to raise awareness about modern oppressions.”76 The book community composed of publishers, editors, writers, readers, librarians, and teachers cannot collectively make progress if the false notion that there is no need for further progress exists.

The second warning then is to not treat “diversity” as a genre itself. The risk of putting all books into one separate category is a dangerous form of othering. “Relegating books into further subcategories does little, if anything, to challenge our perceptions of normal. Instead it confirms our suspicions that no, this isn’t normal, so let’s create a new space for it.”77 It is important to recognize that “diverse” is not a genre. Such an action, however unintentional, leads to othering or the quiet assertion that someone does not belong. “Diverse as a Genre” only serves to highlight the chasm between inclusive literature and that which has long enjoyed the opportunity to be published—predominantly white, straight-passing, and abled. This issue can also be found in the ways that books are shelved. Many libraries shelve fiction according to genre. Adult fiction comes in many categories: mystery/detective, horror, science fiction, and fantasy, to name a few.

We as librarians, and most especially as white librarians, must not fall into the dangerous habit of promoting and purchasing books and then also promoting and purchasing diverse books as though they are two separate actions. Maintaining this idea only serves to equate books featuring able, white, cisgender, heteronormative characters as the norm and anything else as abnormal. This passive racism, while not violent in nature, perpetuates othering in literature and collection development. This thought then has the potential to morph from idea and language into real violence.

This notion of labeling books as diverse is a longer, important conversation to have. Librarian Alexandria Brown discusses physically labeling materials with stickers to reflect “diverse,” “BIPOC,” or “multicultural” as examples related to how many libraries provide these labels to highlight books belonging to various genres. They highlight the problematic nature of this othering in a post with Lee & Low Books, as it specifically separates materials into troubling categories of “normal” and “other.” I agree with Brown that we “first must set up a system where diversity, equity, and inclusion are the default rather than the exception.”78 I do not advocate any such physical labeling, but for a shared understanding, hypothetical labels are used throughout this book. Conducting and maintaining a diversity audit is one part of that system, as it forces us to see, with inarguable data, how much there is to do to truly embody the principle that libraries are for everyone and the collection reflects everyone.

A 2018 study from the School Library Journal surveyed librarians on diverse collection development, and the issue of separating or integrating certain diverse materials came up. According to the study, 11 percent of public libraries shelve “at least some books with diverse content separately from other collections.”79 Some respondent librarians highlighted that this was most often done in their libraries for non-English materials, either as a way to make them easier to find for those who needed them or because of space issues that prevented them from integrating non-English materials into other collections. The same study also concluded that sections most likely to be created were for items featuring LGBTQIA+ content or urban fiction, which some noted, problematically, included all materials featuring Black authors, as some librarians “appeared to consider the two synonymous.”80 The two are not the same, nor are they the same literary concept. Urban fiction is a specific genre in the same way that mystery and romance are genres. OCLC WorldCat notes that urban fiction is “used for works set in urban America dealing with drugs, violence, and sex, involving African American or Latino characters.”81 This is a specific style of writing that does not include every Black character or author. Black authors and characters are not confined to a single genre.

A HOMOGENOUS BOOK COMMUNITY

The lack of diverse representation is not exclusively the fault of white authors writing white characters. It is more so the fault of a very white book industry—from white executives at major publishing houses; white editors seeking out and rejecting certain stories; and white librarians, book reviewers, and social media influencers promoting certain stories over others. Lee & Low Books, a leading multicultural children’s book publisher founded in 1991, conducted a landmark baseline study on diversity in publishing in 2015. This study gave evidence-based acknowledgement to the widely held understanding that the publishing industry was predominantly white, cisgender, and able. Looking at the industry as a whole, their study presented unsurprising yet disappointing numbers on the publishing industry: 79 percent white, 88 percent heterosexual, and 92 percent nondisabled.82,83

The original study compiled by Dr. Sarah Park Dahlen and Nicole Catlin also showed a very telling gender gap throughout the industry. While the overall industry was 78 percent cis-female, 60 percent of the executives throughout the publishing houses were cis-male. Despite the majority of the industry being cis-female, there was a disproportionate population of executive decision makers as cis-male.84 The study was conducted again in 2019 with Dr. Laura M. Jiménez and Betsy Beckert compiling the data. There was a minimal shift at the executive level, with 74 percent of the overall industry as cis-woman, yet still only 60 percent of executives are cis-woman.85 There were similar minimal shifts between the two study years in the other categories. The 2015 study showed that the publishing industry was 79 percent white, shifting marginally to 76 percent three years later. A very similar shift happened with nondisabled people, moving from 92 percent to 89 percent, while the largest change came in the sexual orientation category. Throughout the industry, Lee & Low Books discovered that 88 percent of the publishing community identified as heterosexual in 2015 and 81 percent by 2019.

The demographics of the publishing industry has a profound effect on whose stories get published and promoted. Publishers, of course, serve as “gatekeepers, who can make a huge difference in determining which stories are amplified and which are shut out. If the people who work in publishing are not a diverse group, how can diverse voices truly be represented in its books?”86 What Lee & Low Books has done to compile data throughout the industry is as informative as it is important. For more information, please see leeandlow.com.

Penguin Random House conducted a similar survey in-house, the results of which were featured in Publishers Weekly. The publishing giant (prior to its 2021 acquisition of Simon & Schuster) divided its data between its warehouse and non-warehouse staff with a near identical race/ethnicity breakout. The majority of staff in both areas were white: 78 percent in non-warehouse positions and 80 percent in warehouse positions. As far as Black representation, there was just 4 percent in non-warehouse positions and 3 percent in the warehouse.87 In the article, U.S. CEO Madeline McIntosh explained that it was certainly a goal to increase the overall diversity of the company, but that there would be difficulty in getting there: “We can be proud of this low turnover [PRH has a high retention rate] while also understanding that it means our population evolves very gradually, and that means the time horizon for substantially changing our demographics is a long one.”88

The publishing industry is predominantly white, and this is a problem with many causes, one of which is how people find their way into major publishing houses. The fraternity of the major publishers is an industry reliant on personal relationships—who you know, not what you know. In a 2021 article from Publishers Weekly, Shelly Romero and Adriana M. Martinez Figueroa write: “Even if a job posting goes up, as is legally necessary, the opening may have already been filled, thanks to these still-extant whisper networks, before those with no connections get a chance to apply.”89 Barring knowing someone already in the industry, attendance at a summer publishing institute provides another avenue into the industry, but these come with barriers. The summer intensives, including the NYU Summer Publishing Institute, the Denver Publishing Institute, and the Columbia Publishing Course, are costly endeavors requiring tuition and housing in already costly American cities. Despite the potential for grants or scholarships, many of these programs would require loans or independent wealth, both of which are more accessible to white applicants.

Library staff are also not absolved from their contribution to a predominantly white book community. Stereotypically, the image of a librarian is a middle-aged, white woman, and the stereotype is not inaccurate. The ALA, the largest and oldest library governance and advocacy organization, conducted a member survey of library staff in 2017 that confirmed this assumption with data. The 2017 survey results present gender as a binary, with 81 percent of respondents as female and just 19 percent male.90 Furthermore, the study found that 86.7 percent of respondents were white and just 2.91 percent answered “yes” to the question “Do you have a disability?”91 These numbers confirm then that library staff predominantly fail to reflect the diversity of the communities they serve.

Following the release of the 2017 study from the ALA, Sarah E. Larsen wrote for Public Libraries, a publication from the Public Library Association:

This disconnect between the demographics of librarians and those of the general population results in some stunning contrasts: there is one white librarian for every 1,830 white people in the general population, compared to one Latino librarian for every 9,177 Latinos in the general population. The statistics regarding black librarians are also alarming. Of nearly 120,000 credentialed librarians, a mere 6,160 are black, and there are only 138 African American library directors in the entire country.92

This matters in two ways: libraries and communities mutually benefit by diverse representation in library staff that creates familiar connections for their communities, which may in turn encourage people in underrepresented groups to seek out librarianship as a potential career option, thus fostering growth in the field. Second, by not including a broader spectrum of people and backgrounds in libraries (or other organizations), we risk excluding the lived experiences of others and are “more likely to fall prey to biases, which can diminish the success of the organization”93 and can certainly prevent the long-lasting connections necessary for the growth and value of libraries.

The need for imaginative worlds that provide windows and doors for a new generation of readers is evident, and libraries have a part in that future. The question comes then as to how libraries should determine what their needs are and how collections should be measured for inclusive representation, not only for their communities but also so that patrons might see themselves for the first time and so that white patrons might witness the larger world that they are a part of.
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2

Introducing Audits as a Means for Change

The need for a collection representative of the community the library serves, as well as of the wider world, is generally accepted by librarians today. The School Library Journal conducted a survey on this subject in 2018, and of the respondent libraries, 81 percent agreed that having youth and young adult collections with diverse points of view was “very important.”1 In fact, this survey revealed that just 1.1 percent of responding libraries determined that diverse collections were unimportant, and the majority of that response came from rural libraries.

The consensus, then, is that collection diversity in both content and creator has value in libraries and library communities, but how is that developed and how is it measured? Diversity audits entered the library community conversation in 2017 with a series of articles by Karen Jensen for Teen Librarian Toolbox through the School Library Journal. Since then, the concept, while widely accepted, has only slowly gained traction due to a number of challenges discussed later in this book. An appropriate definition of what a diversity audit is in the context of libraries and collection development comes from Jenna Friebel, a contributor to the blog Reading While White. She writes: “they’re an analytical look at a library collection through a diversity lens: tracking minority representations vs. majority. This can cover a variety of identity markers, but generally what is talked about most is numbers of BIPOC and White creators/characters.”2 Libraries across the country have adapted audits beyond an analytical survey of race and ethnicity in various ways in order to best address the needs of their community and the global community beyond.

It is, however, important to discuss that while the process of measuring diversity is certainly not a new concept, it has only recently been adapted to library work in this way. A principal example of measuring a given sample size for its variations rests with the U.S. Census Bureau. The census has been conducted every 10 years since 1790, and while its first attempts at denoting diversity were not conducted with positive intention (i.e., the differentiation between free white males, free white females, all other free peoples, and slaves), the philosophy of gathering such statistics is not new.3

The census has evolved since then and now includes multiple preprinted race and ethnicity options, as well as the opportunity to write or type in an answer not provided. Relationship status options within a single address have also shifted to reflect a different era, including same-sex relationships and recognizing relationships of unwed couples and blended families. The 2020 census form, however, does continue to observe sex as a binary without an option for those who do not identify as specifically male or specifically female to accurately complete the form.4

As mentioned, the census is conducted every 10 years and measures the shifting population of the United States across several criteria. The data compiled from this goes on to serve the community in other ways—chief among them, to determine the number of seats the state is given in the House of Representatives. This allocation of seats helps to determine the overall representation a state has in Congress and ostensibly gives the people a voice. Population data from the Census also helps to allocate much of the federal and state funding for social services to specific parts of the country or state with the highest density of need.5

The census at its core is a foundational example of a diversity audit: recognition of who is represented and where. How that population data is then used to allocate funding and services also relates to micro-level audits in that we can see the effect of that data in real-life citations. “Diversity audits” as a phrase achieved some level of popularity in the mid-1990s in business. At a very basic level, audits determine who is represented and who is not, similar to population data from the census, and what a company does with that information relates to how the census informs the way the national and local government distributes funding. Perspectives on diversity audits then and the resulting institutional changes offer a glimpse into how audits could have been introduced into other settings.

It is important to note from articles of the time that when it comes to such audits, interviews, resulting trainings, and policy changes did not appear to develop for altruistic purposes, or even as a positive approach to attracting and embracing a wider workforce. Many articles cited lawsuits as a catalyst. Companies were forced to navigate through lawsuits they experienced, and such training and analysis were part of their penance. For others, it was the observation of other companies facing discrimination lawsuits and wanting to prevent their own companies from facing a similar future.

A 2001 article from HR Magazine included an infographic from the National Institutes of Health that made important distinctions between managing diversity and meeting equal opportunity or affirmative action requirements. Meeting set requirements, or rather, being forced into acknowledging diversity within an organization, is cited as mandatory; focuses on legal justifications; specifically includes race, gender, and ethnicity and no other factor of diversity; and focuses on changing the mix of people. Managing diversity, on the other hand, is more open-ended by being a voluntary shift focusing on productivity and quality while celebrating all areas of diversity (not just mandated ones) and “emphasizes changing systems and operations,” not just the descriptions of the people in those positions.6

It may be tempting for an organization to make swift changes based on external data such as census records, government guidelines, or even any sort of published or available data from other organizations. This has some value, as it all provides a sort of framework for an organization to begin building its own context for future changes and may help to provide methodology. It does not, however, effectively change the business at hand. This sort of exercise must be done internally. “Internal audits stand a better chance of convincing managers that problems exist rather than reviewing reports from other organizations.”7 That is to say, it is easier to recognize that there is an issue or something lacking in your own organization when there is actual data to present about the very real people who make up your organization. Concrete numbers are inarguable.

This may seem like straightforward or perhaps even obvious advice, but it also takes a strong desire and structured goal setting for an organization or business to take an unbiased look at their internal structure and policies. It means being open and honest about potential flaws and exposing weakness in a strength-based economy. In a business setting, some examples of an audit include surveys of employees not only for any sort of race or ethnic descriptors, religious traditions, and ability8,9 but also for information that an employee might choose to share with informed consent; a review of policies by a diversely representational group to uncover bias or favoritism; or even something as seemingly simple as a “walk-through of the facility, looking for inappropriate materials, postings, or graffiti that might suggest a hostile working environment.”10 Conducting a walk-through with a group of auditing team members with diverse backgrounds and abilities may also help to expose any areas in which there is an opportunity to improve in accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act.

In 2000, MGM Resorts International began a multiyear process to assess its organizational diversity, beginning with Terry Lanni, then the chair of the MGM Mirage. It was then that they recognized the need to establish a formal diversity policy for their organization.11 What makes this a better example of a diversity audit in a business setting than others is that it was not simply about gathering statistics and requiring staff-wide training: “Lanni went further by insisting that diversity and inclusion is treated like any other business initiative. That meant formal strategic planning, quarterly status reports, and establishing a designated diversity officer with a department to support the program.”12 By cementing assessment and inclusion as part of the internal structure, they are made priority not just for the moment but for the future of the organization. The workforce can then see that time and resources are being allotted to creating systemic change where buy-in is pervasive at all levels of the company.13

Actually working towards creating systemic change and improving the diversity of an organization not only pulls in new perspectives and relationships, it also encourages workplace satisfaction and increased productivity. People are seen as unique assets instead of replaceable mechanics.14 “The payback for organizations who plan for the anticipated workforce and accept cultural diversity management as a progressive technique will include employee retention, increased productivity, less absenteeism, better morale, an expanded marketplace and improved services rendered to customers.”15

Fostering an environment that not only embraces new ideas and perspectives but actively seeks them out creates a philosophical connection from a commerce industry to the book industry, a hybrid of commerce and service industries. Auditing diversity in the library and further, the book industry takes on different methodology but manages to hold on to the same guiding principles of such audits as conducted in major corporations. The goal of both is to create an internal culture that encourages innovation and creates an inclusive space. This begins with information.

Fortunately, the goals of the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) include compiling information about the diversity of children’s literature in America both as an assessment of the content of the text and of its creator. The information they have gathered since 1985 has been instrumental in exposing patterns and gaps in what and who is being published. Lee & Low Books has made a similar impact on the book industry with its assessment of the representation found at all levels of publishing, whether it be executives, editors, marketers, or reviewers. The actions of these two organizations help to pull the process of auditing for diversity into the book industry where the motivation is less to avoid discrimination lawsuits and more in the promotion and inclusion of creators and their stories.

Libraries also have a role to play. Libraries should also do their part to support an inclusive workforce that celebrates differences with an audit of hiring practices, leadership, employees, training opportunities, and policies. That attitude should not stay there, however. Creating a space that celebrates different lived experiences is essential to the role of public libraries—especially in acknowledging that the library is a growing organism and should continue to adapt in service to a changing community and beyond.16 It is uniformly agreed that libraries should have circulating materials that provide mirrors and windows for the communities they serve.17 This gives purpose to a diversity audit of library materials.

The idea for a diversity audit of library materials appears to originate with librarian Karen Jensen, writer with the Teen Librarian Toolbox blog from the School Library Journal. She writes in an article for School Library Journal that her initial process (which she did not name per se; as previously discussed, the term “diversity audit” already existed) began with an assessment of her own collection in 2016. “My goal was to help me determine how I was doing as someone in charge of collection development to make me aware of my own shortcomings to build a better, more inclusive collection.”18 This goal, guided by the labor of Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop to use books to create mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors for people, especially young people, is the purpose of conducting a diversity audit.19

In an interview conducted for this book featured in Chapter 8, Jensen highlights that the project she developed was inspired elsewhere. As she shares later in the interview, some of her initial steps in bringing diversity audits to life in libraries were inspired by the assessment of diversity in Montessori classroom toys and manipulables. A blog post by Kylie D’Alton of How We Montessori references the importance of taking advantage of the absorbent minds of children (a founding principle of the Montessori method of education and upbringing) to reinforce ideas of diversity, acceptance, and celebration. D’Alton encourages surveying educational toys used by the children—costumes, books, dolls, music, etc.—for diverse representation. For example, when examining art supplies, are there colored pencils, crayons, or markers that allow for a variety of skin tones to be represented in art? Her examples of diversity go beyond seeking out examples of race and ethnicity but also include representation of different family structures, transgender children, disabilities, food allergies, homelessness, and more.20

Jensen offered more detail on the development of her version of a diversity audit in a 2017 document for Teen Librarian Toolbox. This document echoes the earlier discussed concerns of the CCBC and Lee & Low Books about what, for the purposes of advancing marginalized voices and stories reflective of the lived experiences of a variety of people, is considered diverse. In each of these circumstances white, able-bodied, cisgender heteronormative is treated as the default neutral throughout the book industry, and so in an audit, “diverse” is any descriptor that serves in opposition to that. However, simply noting that an item is diverse when compared against a regularly published assumed neutral does not provide enough information to really determine how representational a collection is, as it does not differentiate who is being represented by any given work. While it is up to the institution to determine what demographics of inclusion are to be included in such an audit, Jensen offers a list of suggestions, including race/ethnicity, LGBTQIA+, ability, neurological differences, and socioeconomic diversity, among others.21

REPRESENTING THE AUTHOR AND #OWNVOICES

There is also the invitation to assess a collection for #ownvoices titles. This term, coined by author and advocate Corrine Duyvis, recognizes books where the protagonist and the author share a marginalized identity.22 It must first be addressed that while the term has relative youth, it has grown in its inclusion in ongoing conversations surrounding diverse titles. However, in a 2019 study from the Library Journal regarding diverse collections, only 58 percent of those responding understood the term, or rather, were even aware of its existence.23 The inclusion of #ownvoices into an audit must be further defined. The term has a broad definition but a narrow intent and is best applied to race and ethnicity for the artistic representation of authentic experiences.

There is absolute value in promoting authentic, representative works detailing LGBTQIA+ stories; readers who find authors willing to be open about this personal aspect of their lived experience find camaraderie, a confidante, even hope. However, it should not be a forced assumption of the author themselves. That is to say, an author should not, for the purpose of promoting their creations, be forced to publicly disclose their sexuality, gender expression, etc. In some cases, disclosing such information can jeopardize an author’s well-being and, in some communities, their lives. An example of this “forced outing,” or a situation in which a person’s gender or sexuality was pushed into the public conversation, occurred with best-selling author Becky Albertalli in August 2020:

Let me be perfectly clear: this isn’t how I wanted to come out. This doesn’t feel good or empowering, or even particularly safe. Honestly, I’m doing this because I’ve been scrutinized, subtweeted, mocked, lectured, and invalidated just about every single day for years, and I’m exhausted. And if you think I’m the only closeted or semi-closeted queer author feeling this pressure, you haven’t been paying attention.24

Albertalli is certainly not alone in this. Authors have been forced to divulge a part of themselves unnecessarily in the name of selling books, whether by publishers overeager to make sales by promoting a book as an #ownvoices title or by overzealous readers unaware or unconcerned with the potentially dangerous fallout. S.E. Smith writes on the subject for a Bitch Media post: “This isn’t a question of authors wanting to separate their private lives from their public personas, or of self-hatred forcing a writer to conceal their identity or limit conversation about it. Not all authors feel safe, comfortable, or interested in being out to readers about their identities, while other authors just want to do the work rather than be a checkmark on a diversity scorecard.”25 With gender expression and sexuality as fluid constructs within identity, demanding authors (or anyone) make bold declarations when they are unprepared to do so is a dangerous trend.

Not only is it dangerous for queer people, it coopts and distracts from the movement’s genuine purpose—giving voice to and highlighting nonwhite authors consistently denied a space in the book industry. To be sure, celebrating authors of other marginalized identities such as queer or disabled who are bringing characters of shared experience alive is essential. It is important to encourage and support authors and creators with lived experiences outside the white or heterosexual or cisgender or able perspective. The literary representation of authentic experiences is vital, particularly to those seeking solidarity even if it must be found in their fictional friends. So many experiences discussed throughout this book can be lived with relative invisibility—sexuality can be largely lived with the invisibility of the persons choosing, as can many mental or physical health concerns. No one should be forced to have aspects of themselves lived out loud without their choosing. Nor should anyone be required to live invisibly. And none of these should be used as a means for publishers to make a profit.

The intent of #ownvoices is to support Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) creators, but because of the weaponization of the term and untold anguish forced on authors to live their personal experiences publicly, some BIPOC authors are now refusing to promote their books as #ownvoices—the very people the movement was meant to support—in solidarity with their peers. The term has become so abused that on June 6, 2021, We Need Diverse Books issued a press release explaining that they would no longer be using it.

The hashtag was never intended to be used in a broader capacity, but it has since expanded in its use to become a “catch all” marketing term by the publishing industry. Using #OwnVoices in this capacity raises issues due to the vagueness of the term, which has then been used to place diverse creators in uncomfortable and potentially unsafe situations. It is important to use the language that authors want to celebrate about themselves and their characters.26

Measuring #ownvoices titles does have value and is frequently exercised in audits of library collections, but those conducting such an audit should make certain to firmly define what #ownvoices means to them and how it will be measured in their study. When developing an audit, it is also important to determine whose demographics are being recorded—the character, the creator, or both. While #ownvoices can be regarded as a standalone way to incorporate the creator’s identity into the auditing process, it should be determined if this will be carried out for the entirety of the audit.

In its annual breakdown of the racial representation in children’s materials, the CCBC records information on race and ethnicity of authors, as well as identities represented in the writing. The information presented in their annual survey is indicative not only of who is being published but also whose story is deemed worthy of telling.27 Their data is organized by race/ethnicity with columns for books by a creator of that identity and a second column for books featuring characters of that identity. However, information is not shared as to what percentage of books featuring a marginalized identity are also written by a creator of that identity. This is especially interesting with regard to their 2019 data,28 wherein 4,029 books were received by the CCBC. While 334 stories featured Asian characters, 379 were published by Asian authors—that is, there were more Asian creators than Asian characters. The same cannot be said of books featuring Black/African characters. That was the largest nonwhite group of people to be featured in stories; 452 were about Black/African characters, even though only 212 were by Black/African creators. If, for the sake of argument, we assume that every book featuring Black/African characters was written by a Black/African author, only half of the books are #ownvoices stories, leaving over 200 stories written from a different perspective. This logic may be faulty if we determine that nearly every Black or African author published more than one book in the calendar year or if several authors published more than two.

As was discussed in Chapter 1, #ownvoices was intended to further the discussion and support of nonwhite creators, but it can be adapted to the support of other areas of representation—though caution should be used that such a term does not become weaponized, as was the case with Albertalli. Recording and celebrating authors who do not fall into cisgender, heteronormative, neurotypical, and/or able-bodied categories is important not only in writing authentic experiences but also in acting as an example for readers of those identities hoping to see themselves not just as characters but as creators. For the purposes of a diversity audit, it is up to you to determine how much or how little information you choose to seek out and record and what is important to the community you serve.

PRIMARY TYPES OF COLLECTION AUDITS

Auditing a collection can be an overwhelming task given the large amount of data involved—any information chosen to be collected over the course of an audit multiplied by the number of items to be audited. Jensen introduced a few broad methods of auditing this information, but the specifics of methodology should be adapted to suit each library’s needs in its own setting, the community served, and the staff present to perform the tasks necessary to complete such an endeavor. The methods Jensen introduced, supplemented by the work of others, serve as appropriate starting points for developing an audit suitable to any given collection. Each of the audit styles presented for collection development require some level of labor by staff.

The most thorough, though time-consuming, method is to do a complete audit—a physical assessment of the entire collection. The labor and time involved are, of course, dependent on the size of the collection. “The upside is that you will have a fairly precise picture of the state of your collection,” wrote Jenni Frencham from Teen Services Underground.29 The most often recommended way to achieve a complete audit is to run a shelf list using the integrated library system (ILS) of the library in question. Depending on the system, limiters may be desired. For example, if you intend to tackle an audit of the entire collection, breaking the process into less intimidating pieces by auditing one section at a time may be helpful and more manageable. This would allow the staff involved to limit the data pulled from the ILS.

If possible, and if the ILS is compatible, it is helpful to export data from the ILS to a spreadsheet software such as Microsoft Excel, Google Sheets, or Numbers from iOS.30 Once in a spreadsheet, data fields can be added. Jensen typed each of the areas of diversity she was using for her audit across columns adjacent to information pulled from the catalog (specifically title of the book and author). Her initial example includes a specific column for nonhuman characters. This is especially valuable information for audits conducted on children’s picture books. A 2019 article from the School Library Journal uses data from the CCBC to create an infographic by David Huyck, a visual of the racial breakdown of children’s books. While 50 percent of 2018 books featured white characters, 27 percent featured anthropomorphized animals as main characters.31 Over half of all nonwhite characters were animals, leaving just 23 percent for all nonwhite peoples.

Then comes the time-consuming survey of an audit. Each item must then be examined to see if it reflects any of the areas of diversity that are being searched for. Again, each of these areas is determined by the library conducting the audit. No two audits should be the same, as every library serves different populations, is staffed by different people, and has different motivations for an audit. Jensen’s 2017 list includes a longer list of suggested areas to measure, though many are discussed later in this book.

Each item on the list is examined either physically or by a careful study of its bibliographic record. Depending on the size of the collection being audited and the number of staff available and the number of hours they have to devote to the project, an audit conducted with this methodology can take months. A less involved but also less accurate approach could be randomized shelf checking.32 This method includes the same or similar spreadsheet creation as a complete audit, but surveys a portion of the collection instead of the full catalog to determine approximate percentages instead of exact numbers. Results would naturally be inexact, as the larger the sample size, the greater the accuracy; however, analyzing a mathematically significant portion of the collection does yield dependable approximations.

At times a complete audit may be unfeasible, particularly with larger collections that may require multiple staff be devoted to the project for a lengthy period of time. It may also be an incomplete view of a collection unless a process is established to include audits performed on incoming materials through book orders or once they have arrived at the library for final processing before items begin circulating. Random samples can be selected from the overall collection that is being audited to yield approximate figures. The greater the sample size, the greater the accuracy. This type of audit can be performed a variety of ways, each with positives and negatives.

If a random sample audit is performed at the physical shelves, the process can be fairly swift by selecting every third or fourth shelf to audit (or whatever frequency allows for a predetermined sample size without weighing more heavily on any one part of the collection over others). This can be an efficient method of auditing but also does not account for items from that area that are presently checked out. A shelf list can also be run and a percentage randomly removed from the list, leaving the predetermined sample size. This can be a flawed approach as well, in that physically handling each item can help to determine how readily obvious markers of diversity are for the reader. Both options allow for flaws, and “you could get lucky and find a few very diverse shelves when the rest of your collection isn’t that diverse.”33 For example, a shelf could include a large number of authors with a traditionally cultural or regional surname that, if assessed, could alter the data inappropriately.

The third popular method for conducting an audit, list checking, is “one of the most basic methods for a diversity audit.”34 Another term for it is “reverse audit,” and it is a manageable approach to diverse collection development. Libraries with a limited budget can use this approach to fill their shelves with award-winning titles that also present their patrons with windows and mirrors. This process involves seeking out award lists from diverse organizations, comparing them to the catalog, and endeavoring to purchase missing titles. Many options were presented throughout the first chapter of this book; they can include materials from the Stonewall Award, Coretta Scott King Award, and the Walter Dean Myers Award, among others.

These are not the only ways to conduct audits, but they do present a framework through which one can be built to effectively assess the collection in question. Techniques can be adapted to best suit not only the volume library staff wish to audit but also to meet the available resources to be developed and what areas of diversity are significant to that library community. Several examples of how audits have been adapted to libraries across the United States are detailed in the remaining chapters of this book.

THE WHY

The very field of librarianship is predicated upon the notion that information (and books) are for everyone. How then can libraries and the stories they contain truly be for everyone if everyone is not represented by those stories? An audit, or as much of an audit as is possible, provides a way of achieving a baseline to determine how representative a collection is. Once such an understanding is achieved, actionable tasks can be developed to further that goal. As Alexandria Brown said in an interview for this book, very often an audit is “usually more of a process to figure out how undiverse your collection is,”35 and with the state of publishing, that is an accurate assessment of the project.

Library Journal encouraged participation in a survey regarding diverse materials in 2019 that assessed respondents’ answers to questions surrounding diversity audits, diverse collections, and future institutional strategies related to both. “Creating truly diverse library offerings that fully serve the needs of the whole community can’t be done without knowing where the gaps are.”36 With 357 responses, the survey asked whether or not an audit had been conducted in their library, either completed or partially, or if diversity was being evaluated in some other way. Only 5.5 percent of libraries responded affirmatively at that time, with 12.2 percent saying that they had not done an audit but were planning to.

The process can be complex and as Annabelle Mortensen writes for Library Journal, “when first considering diversity audits, most administrators and librarians on the hunt for a quick and simple methodology are disappointed to learn that audits are such painstaking, manual work.”37 But the dedication is worthwhile. The data alone matters, but the greater influence comes with what is done with that information. What good is the information discovered if it is not utilized to shape future decisions?
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A Study in Cedar Rapids, Iowa

The Cedar Rapids Public Library (CRPL, Cedar Rapids, Iowa) has had a tumultuous history over the past decade and a half, serving as an example of the shifting role of libraries in their communities. In the summer of 2008, dangerous weather conditions resulting in mass flooding through much of the Midwest devastated many parts of Iowa. The Cedar River, which flows through the eastern part of the state, flooded its banks, destroying much of the downtown area—businesses and residential neighborhoods alike. The public library, then just a block away from the river’s edge, was no different. Water damaged the building and destroyed the entire adult collection housed on the first floor. It would take years before funding was acquired and a new downtown library built.

During that time, library staff was deployed to other city facilities to provide assistance, particularly with disseminating information into the stricken community by staffing emergency phone lines. They also provided support at partnering libraries in Marion and Hiawatha, two communities along the northern border of the much larger Cedar Rapids. The three communities form a partnership, the Metro Library Network, though they are independently governed. This work was done while the Cedar Rapids west side branch library was expanded to provide a temporary home for all library services. Temporary turned out to be five years; a permanent west branch, Ladd Library, opened just prior to the new downtown library in 2013. Their labors during this difficult time led to Team Cedar Rapids collectively winning Librarian of the Year from Library Journal.1 No one on staff lost their job despite the catastrophic upheaval experienced by the city and by the library.

“The new $45 million, 94,000 square foot downtown branch opened in August 2013, sitting 28 inches above the record-breaking high-water mark.”2 The building itself, an award-winning gem for OPN Architects, is certified U.S. Green Building Council Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design (LEED) Platinum, making use of underground wells for its heating and cooling system, as well as a green roof to gather rainwater and prevent additional runoff in the downtown area. The building also features an expansive children’s library with a dedicated programming room, low and flexible shelving to allow for the library to change its space in the future, and it is surrounded by windows to take advantage of natural lighting. In its evolution to its current building and services, Cedar Rapids would go on to be named one of the “Comeback Kids” by Library Journal in 20143 and would win the National Medal from the Institute of Museum and Library Services in 2017.4 The library and community would again face upheaval with a second “once-in-a-lifetime” flooding event in 10 years in 2016 and catastrophic devastation in 2020 with a “derecho,” an in-land hurricane, amidst coronavirus pandemic lockdown measures. Throughout both, the libraries were only minimally damaged and able to deploy staff to resource centers and provide additional support throughout the city.

One of the most populous cities in the state of Iowa, Cedar Rapids is home to 133,500 people, according to the U.S. Census Bureau,5 having grown 5.5 percent since the 2010 census. Only the capital, Des Moines, has a larger population at 214,000 people. Cedar Rapids is a predominantly white community (82.5 percent) with 7.1 percent of the population being Black or African American, 3.4 percent Asian, 3.7 percent Hispanic/Latino, and 3.4 percent of mixed race. The city is also home to a growing immigrant population, with 47.1 percent of total population growth in Cedar Rapids between 2012 and 20176 attributable to immigration to the area. The city has welcomed large numbers of immigrants since the Vietnam War and has become the home of many people through a second migration, or “refugees who come to Cedar Rapids from other states,” generally to find employment.7 While refugees and immigrants come to the community from around the world, a large percentage of individuals have emigrated from the Democratic Republic of Congo, escaping war there. Many have settled into the city’s west side near Ladd Library, a branch of the CRPL, facilitating the need for a dedicated French-language children’s collection at that location. This is just one way in which the library adapted its collection to community needs prior to launching into a structured study of the collection and its relationship to the diversity of our population.

THE 2018 AUDIT

With teen programming librarian Molly Garrett, I began in September 2018 on what would become a three-year study of diversity and representation in the young adult fiction collection of the library. Inspired by the work of Karen Jensen of Teen Librarian Toolbox and Jenni Frencham of Teen Services Underground, we developed a plan to audit the collection in stages, utilizing two of the methods previously discussed: reverse auditing and randomized shelf-checking. The process of reverse auditing encourages seeking out award lists or recommended reading lists that feature and celebrate authors and characters representative of marginalized groups. We included books from the Stonewall Book Award, Walter Dean Meyers Award – Young Adult Category, Coretta Scott King Book Award, American Indian Youth Literature Award, William C. Morris YA Debut Award, Sydney Taylor Book Award for Teen Readers, and Dolly Gray Award. Books that were not owned by the library at that time were purchased for the collection.

The next phase was randomized shelf-checking. We elected not to print a shelf list and assess items using their bibliographic records, but instead went into the physical collection ourselves to handle items individually. The focus of our conversations and planning for this process was to always consider why we were doing it at all, that our attempt to mold the collection was for our patrons and that we wanted to create a library in which they saw themselves. It therefore seemed logical that for the initial stages of our audit we would focus on maintaining a patron’s perspective. Understanding the habits of our patrons was also part of the methodology. By focusing the audit on our young adult fiction collection, we had to accept that, for our library system, many of our young adult patrons do not use the catalog and instead prefer to browse.

With notable exceptions, both the children’s and young adult materials tend to circulate based on browsing, not on using the catalog to place holds. This meant that the ways we assessed the diverse representation of a book was to first examine the cover as though we were pulling the item from the shelf for the first time as our patrons would. What was on the cover? Who looked to be represented? Then we read the summary either from the back cover or jacket flap. What clues to inclusivity were there? Finally, for our most savvy of patrons, the copyright page was examined. Generally speaking, Book Industry Standards and Communications (BISAC) subject headings can be found near the copyright information. We decided that if a patron could not determine a book’s diverse value in those steps, then the actual diversity of the item would be irrelevant.

This proved to be a distressing observation at times and served as a reminder of publishing’s responsibility to authentically represent the content of the materials they are releasing. There were at times materials we knew to be diverse, such as the asexual protagonist of The Ladies Guide to Petticoats and Piracy by Mackenzi Lee, published by Katherine Tegen Books, but nowhere in the representation of this young adult novel was a queer character promoted. While we as library professionals and avid readers may be able to assess a work through other means, this study was being conducted for the benefit of patrons and must then be conducted from a patron’s perspective. This was the intentional methodology we used and how we approached our study, understanding that it may not be the best approach for others conducting such analysis.

Our study also differed from others conducted at the time in that we did not set specific identities that we were seeking out. Instead we started with four, and eventually six, umbrella categories: LGBTQIA+, Race/Ethnicity, Religion, and Ability (eventually split into Physical Health Conditions and Concerns and Physical Developmental Differences, and Mental Health Conditions and Concerns and Mental Developmental Differences). Our disclaimer here is that we fully understand that many conditions fit into both categories or that arguments could be made about which category would be a more appropriate place to record such information and that it could be a risk assigning them to one. We were willing to accept this risk so long as a diverse item was counted at all and used our best judgment and the resources available to us to designate conditions and concerns accordingly. After assessing our community, we also determined that Economic Welfare was a necessary umbrella category in order to measure materials featuring characters experiencing homelessness, poverty, the foster care system, recent refugees, etc. These concerns are important to the community we serve.

Some examples of diversity audits also measure the binary gender of the protagonist, male or female, in addition to recording nonbinary restricted views on gender expression. We elected not to record “male” or “female” for our study. We did, however, assess for gender representation outside of the binary and included that information in our LGBTQIA+ umbrella category. Gender was measured for other collections in our library such as children’s biography. This was particularly important because professions of the subjects were also recorded, and it was important to examine any disparity in gender representation of, for example, Politicians/Leaders and Athletes. Additionally, we chose not to measure #ownvoices titles as a separate category. We valued and continue to value the importance of #ownvoices in creating authentic representations and stories especially for young people, but after much discussion, we chose not to include it in our study for reasons outlined in Chapter 2.

With our now six umbrella categories we began the physical audit of 20 percent of the overall young adult collection with the assumption that by randomizing what shelves were audited, we would have a fairly accurate sample size. Every item in that 20 percent was assessed and recorded by hand, and if an item was a part of any of the six umbrella categories, we also recorded how that item met the criteria. For example, None of the Above by I.W. Gregorio fell under the LGBTQIA+ category and was recorded there for its representation of an intersex character. This data was recorded not only so we would have broad information for representation within our six categories but so that we would also have specific information on how marginalized groups were represented in our collection. In this, our data was collected at both the macro and micro levels. Each of these items was written on a slip of paper and then, at the conclusion of the physical audit, typed into a spreadsheet for easier analysis.

Over the course of one week, two staff audited and recorded 1,027 items, discovering that 163 fit into one or more of our categories with an overall approximate diversity of 15.87 percent. Across the six umbrella categories, race/ethnicity had the largest amount of representation, with 6.72 percent of the collection featuring nonwhite protagonists. Because data was recorded to more specifically address how a book was associated with any of the six umbrella categories, our data also shows us specifically what race/ethnic groups are represented in our collection. Of that 6.72 percent, 34.72 percent of the young adult works featured Black protagonists, with the next largest group being Indigenous peoples8 (9.72 percent). In total, the data from the 2018 audit resolved9 is shown in Table 3.1.


TABLE 3.1.





	
Economic Welfare


	
1.75%







	
LGBTQIA+


	
2.73%





	
Mental Health


	
4.28%





	
Physical Health


	
1.17%





	
Race/Ethnicity


	
6.72%





	
Religion


	
2.04%









The primary lesson learned from the 2018 audit was that the collection failed to accurately reflect the community it was for. There were hardly enough mirrors for the intended audience, let alone windows for a better view into the life of marginalized identities. The broadest lesson from this first audit was simply how much change was needed to improve the collection and build a resource more reflective of the audience for whom it was designed.

The nature of a diversity audit, both the importance and the intensity of the labor involved, requires that a clear purpose and intentional next steps be developed. As our communities are constantly changing and more is learned about the world around us, it is logical to assume that every library collection has room for improvement. An audit is a great way to reveal this, as it puts concrete numbers before you, something tangible that can be used as a baseline for your collection. This data can also serve as physical evidence supporting any necessary change to the collection should anyone resist.

THE 2019 AUDIT

We assumed that the relatively young collection would reflect more diversity. The majority of the collection had been purchased as an opening-day collection or after and was no older than five years. We also assumed that however diverse the collection was, there would be significant work to do, especially with publishing trends. It was always our intent to use the first audit as a baseline. We were, however, surprised by just how much would need to be done to increase the diversity of the collection to be even marginally representative of our audience. Further, we recognized that this research could not be adequately accomplished in a short amount of time. We therefore committed ourselves to a three-year study of the collection to encompass data to be gathered in the 2020 census. Additional lessons were learned in this process that allowed us to improve our methodology as we moved to plan the next phase of the audit. Tracking data during the physical audits and then presenting that information to others was a joint task for Garrett and me, but purchasing and weeding remained my responsibility.

In the year that followed that first audit, I attended the Equity in Action online course from Library Journal. This three-week course on diversifying collections introduced me to valuable resources and other professionals. Participating in the course also revealed a process improvement suggestion—utilizing Google Forms to digitally gather information about the books in our audit. This information is then exported to a spreadsheet and manipulated there without the labor of handwriting and then data analysis. This would prove especially beneficial in the 2019 audit and future audits.

I had previously considered my purchasing to be as diverse as could be expected under the limits of the trends in major publishing, and my personal reading habits led me to books that would be windows for me anyway. The data that had been gathered, however, suggested a very different perspective; moving forward, purchasing would have to be intentional if change was truly going to happen. The hard goal was to simply increase diverse representation within the collection with the soft, long-term goal to meet or exceed representation within our community where numbers could reasonably be gathered.

We do not have data regarding mental or physical health concerns for the people of Cedar Rapids or data on sexual or gender identity, so goals for representation in those categories are more fluid. However, we do have data on race and ethnicity from the Cedar Rapids Community School District that can help steer us towards realistic goals. Data from the school district for the 2018–2019 school year shows that 37.2 percent of the middle school and high school students in our community are not white.10 Our collection, if it is to adequately provide mirrors, would then need to be equally nonwhite, at a minimum. It is important to remember that this is the only concrete statistic we have, and the actual diversity of our community is much greater than this when we consider the five other umbrella categories measured in our audit. For example, we do not have access to specific data on our community’s representation of LGBTQIA+ identities, nor would it be appropriate to seek it out. Sexuality and gender expression are deeply personal experiences, ones that embrace a shifting spectrum over an individual’s lived experience. It is our responsibility then to make such stories available so that when a patron is ready to seek them out or wants to seek them out, they are present.

An audit was again conducted a year later, in 2019, with a similar methodology. We continued the physical audit by assessing the individual items that were available on the shelf during the week of the audit rather than assessing their bibliographic records, and we did so by hand. This is where we added in a process improvement suggestion from the Library Journal course and used Google Forms. We were able to develop a form that allowed us to include title; author; diversity (no, or yes and how); and where that diversity could be found, whether on the cover, in the summary, or on the copyright page. This form was shared with four staff assigned to the audit task. Garrett and I continued through this process with the assistance of the seasonal staff our library was fortunate to hire for the summer, Kami Zbanek Hill and Kaity Lindgren-Hansen. Further, we expanded our sample size to increase the accuracy of the audit results from 20 percent of the collection to 54 percent (everything that was available at the time).

With a concentrated effort to spend a similar dollar value on diverse versus nondiverse titles, the young adult fiction collection grew from 15.87 percent to 25.5 percent diverse representation in just one year. Not only did the overall diversity of the collection increase but representation in each of the six umbrella categories increased as well, as you see in Table 3.2.

With this audit, we also recorded more, specifically which items encompassed more than one of the umbrella categories. It was interesting to examine where most of the overlap occurred in young adult fiction and what storylines came from those intersections. Two intersections proved to be more abundantly represented in our collection than others; the most common intersection in our collection was the overlap of stories featuring nonwhite characters and economic welfare concerns, while books featuring both mental health and physical health concerns were the second most common intersection. This is reasonable, considering that so many health concerns can have symptoms in other areas.


TABLE 3.2.





	
	
2018


	
2019


	
Growth







	
Economic Welfare


	
1.75%


	
2.84%


	
+1.09%





	
LGBTQIA+


	
2.73%


	
3.87%


	
+1.14%





	
Mental Health


	
4.28%


	
5.27%


	
+0.99%





	
Physical Health


	
1.17%


	
3.41%


	
+2.24%





	
Race/Ethnicity


	
6.72%


	
8.03%


	
+1.31%





	
Religion


	
2.04%


	
2.08%


	
+0.04%









With evidence that changing purchasing practices and collection development was having a positive effect on the overall diversity of the collection, those practices continue, as the process of creating an equitable collection (and equitable library service) is never truly complete. Additionally, the process we created for auditing became more technically driven with our increased familiarity with the nature of the collection.

Our library system (the Metro Library Network) used Sirsi Dynix Workflows (before transitioning to Polaris in June 2021) during these stages of the auditing process and through the drafting process for this book. A previously unused item category was edited for the purposes of diverse collection development so that materials were marked as “DIV” or “NOTDIV” within their bibliographic record. This would allow us to keep more accurate numbers of how many items are diverse while maintaining the original spreadsheet to note in what way the item relates outside of a white, heteronormative, able characterization. This continues with all young adult fiction items that have been acquired by the library since the 2019 audit. Following the transition to Polaris and its web-based Leap, it is also possible to track circulation of specific collections through a statistical code assigned to a section of materials.

A potential flaw in our analysis of the 54 percent of items that were not checked out during the second audit is that it is entirely possible that the remaining 46 percent were more popular and either significantly more or less diverse. Such information could potentially skew the percentages within each of the umbrella categories, as well as overall diversity. To remedy this, a list was pulled of materials that had not been audited in 2019 for analysis during the 2020 pandemic-related closures. We discovered that for the purposes of our study, the information gained from the remaining items provided minimal statistical change to our overall representation and that the original 54 percent was an adequate sample size.

With the entire young adult fiction collection audited, the next planned phase of the study was to assess its circulation. The question here is whether diverse titles circulate more or less frequently than nondiverse. There are plenty of follow-up questions to be asked here alongside potential logical fallacies. How many items are being checked out by how many patrons? Are there fewer library patrons checking out a bulk of diverse titles? Are they purposely seeking out diverse titles? If so, how and why? These are fair questions to ask. They are, however, negated over time when we consider that all materials must earn their place on the shelf through circulation in order to avoid being removed.

Our first consideration is whether or not we have diverse stories that represent our community and provide windows into lived experiences outside of our own. Our second consideration asks, now that these stories are accessible, are they accessed? This next phase of research to analyze circulation was largely disrupted by closures and reduced access during 2020–2021 coronavirus quarantine measures. The auditing process, however, moved into other collections of the library, including the circulating book club kits and children’s biographies.

THE 2020 AUDIT(S)

Many library staff I spoke with for this book used the 2020–2021 pandemic closures or limited patron occupancy as an opportunity to conduct diversity audits and other detail-oriented long-term projects. Cedar Rapids was no different. Oscillating between limited capacity and curbside-exclusive service, I was forced to creatively produce work of value for the community. This was an appropriate time to push auditing into other areas of the library collection and services.

The first expansion of the audit process away from the young adult fiction collection was into the book club kit collection. The library currently has 124 circulating kits for book club purposes that can be used by library-sponsored groups, as well as outside independent clubs. Each of the kits includes 10 print copies of the book in question (a mix of regular print and large print when available). Also, when available, a CD audio version is included. The kits are stored in clear vinyl bags and shelved together so they are easily accessible to patrons. Without pulling specific data on this collection, it is a fair assumption that the majority of the collection is likely to be from white, heteronormative authors. A large percentage of this collection (and collections from other book clubs throughout the country) is driven by the New York Times bestseller list, notably curated and not entirely representative of actual consumer sales.11 Books by James Patterson and his team of writers, David Baldacci, John Grisham, Danielle Steel, and Nora Roberts are likely to be found on such lists, and their books are often used for clubs.

Those assumptions did not, however, prevent an audit on the collection. Because there are significantly fewer book club kits than there are young adult fiction titles, the audit could be more detailed. A list was pulled of the titles with their authors, and both content and authors were audited for diverse representation as far as data concerning the author is easily accessible. Of the 124 titles in our kit collection, all were by cisgender or cisgender-assumed authors. They were predominantly written by female-identifying authors, at 73.11 percent, while the remaining 26.89 percent were written by male-identifying authors. Racial or ethnic diversity of the authors was even less pronounced, with a vast majority of the authors being white (77.31 percent). The second largest racial/ethnic group represented was Black authors, who made up 9.24 percent, or just under half of the remaining authors. Interestingly, there were no authors of Mexican or Mexican American descent and very few authors from other Hispanic or Latino backgrounds. Further breakdown of the remaining authors provides evidence of the lack of diversity in the authorship of this collection, as seen in Figure 3.1, which correlates to the lack of diverse authorship of literature in general.
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FIGURE 3.1. Author by Race/Ethnicity

When considering the diversity of the content of the collection, I discovered far greater representation than there was among authorship. The same criteria were used for this collection as were used for the young adult fiction audits, that is, six primary categories for representation under which most areas of inclusion fall for the purposes of these studies: Economic Welfare, LGBTQIA+, Mental Health, Physical Health, Race/Ethnicity, and Religion (see Figure 3.2). The category with the greatest representation in the collection was Race/Ethnicity at 32.26 percent, followed by Mental Health at 12.1 percent.

Despite a fairly diverse representation of people featured in these stories, it’s important to also consider the context that they represent. This importance is related to the danger of a single story, which originates with award-winning novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.12 In a TED Talk and NPR radio interview, she discusses her life as a native, middle-class Nigerian. As a child all she knew about her family’s hired help was that he was poor. She was surprised to learn then that his family includes talented artisans, a skill she hadn’t associated with someone described as poor. Years later as a college student in America, she would have the same experience in reverse. Her roommate would be surprised to discover that Adichie didn’t fit her understanding of someone from Africa, an understanding cultivated by the depiction of Africans in American film and television. In both situations, assumptions were made based on a single story or representation of an identity.
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FIGURE 3.2. Diversity Breakdown of Book Club Kits

This is also a concern for the book world, because libraries, bookshops, and avid readers are limited to publishing’s often narrow focus. The pressure to center Black stories on Black pain too narrowly defines what Black experiences are worth publishing—enslavement, civil rights, racism, etc. It also limits the stories of Black people to the most painful aspects of Black America, excluding Blackness around the world, as well as other necessary intersections, such as queer Black stories, for example. Adichie’s scholarship on the dangers of a single story is important to the conversations we have on intersectionality across multiple areas of representation and allows that idea to morph beyond her original writing and certainly beyond her transphobic rhetoric.13

The painful limitation of storytelling and experience is a concern with the stories represented in some of the most popular and readily accessible books that are often featured in book club kits. Many titles enjoyed by book clubs throughout the library community center around inspirational stories or life experiences, often through traumatic time periods. This sort of single story is also dangerous if it dictates that the only narrative of people of a specific description is one born out of trauma. For example, consider the religious representation of the kits at CRPL. Four of the 124 titles feature Jewish protagonists and Jewish themes. Considering the low volume of total titles, this is a fairly high representation. However, all of the Jewish representation in this collection is historical drama centering on the Holocaust. Similarly, many of the titles featuring Black or African American characters have slavery as the primary theme. Using these single stories for showcasing an identity creates the false narrative that the lived experiences of either Jewish or Black or African American (or even Black Jewish experiences) are limited to historic trauma and fails to acknowledge modern experiences, both traumatic and generically mundane, while also relegating racism and antisemitism to history.

The majority of information recorded from collection diversity audits at CRPL has been on fiction collections. With very few exceptions, the books featured in book club kits from the 2020 audit were adult fiction titles, and the 2018/2019 audits were of young adult fiction titles. Extensive conversations featured elsewhere in this book detail the difficulty and questions that arise when attempting to audit nonfiction titles. One area of nonfiction that many agree can be easily audited is biographies.

Again using the 2020 pandemic closures advantageously, the more detailed methodology of assessing a complete holdings list, as done with the book club kits, was used for children’s biographies. A complete shelf list of the 846 children’s biography titles owned by CRPL was created and the subject of each item was briefly researched. This was a more complete process appropriate to the size of the collection and time allotted for the project than was reasonable at the time the young adult fiction audits were conducted. It is important to note that duplicate titles were audited, as well as multiple biographies on the same subject. This was deemed appropriate, as each individual title has its own circulation data and each is subject to regular weeding practices due to potentially low circulation. Allowing this, data could be skewed on representation depending on the perspective used to analyze the data. For example, there are 20 biographies on Abraham Lincoln in the collection—2.3 percent of the biographies and 3.9 percent of books about white subjects.

While other markers of diversity were sought when examining this collection (such as LGBTQIA+, religion, neurodiversity, etc.), race and ethnicity were the most readily available pieces of information. In this, each subject was allotted the similarly brief period of time to be examined as previous audits, and thus, if other markers of representation were not promoted, they were not recorded. Outside of the white subjects featured in the biographies, the highest representation was of Black people (African, African American, and Afro-Caribbean were recorded separately). Individual works sharing the history of a Black subject accounted for 237 titles, or 28.0 percent of the collection.

Of the 846 individual titles featured in the children’s biography collection, 512 were determined to be on white subjects. This accounts for 60.5 percent of the collection. While this is a moderately high number, there is an explanation specific to the community we serve. Libraries are in services to their communities, and one way in which CRPL is in service to our youngest patrons is supporting them academically. Every year, students in the fourth grade in the Cedar Rapids Community School District write research reports on presidents of the United States, so having multiple titles on each of the presidents is warranted. This, however, necessitates a large collection of titles on white subjects, as all U.S. presidents save for President Barack Obama have been white. This information is highlighted in a second step of the biographies audit where the profession of the subject was also recorded. The greatest professional representation of the collection was devoted to Politicians and Leaders with 224 titles, or 26.4 percent, as seen in Figure 3.3.

The majority of the categories used to record professions is fairly self-explanatory, though it should be noted that “Entertainment” includes both music and performance, and “Politician/Leader” includes some unelected but universally accepted leaders such as civil rights icon Malcolm X. This information is uncommon from other audits and may not be specifically useful to other libraries. It is, however, noteworthy information for the Cedar Rapids community because of the long-standing research project undertaken by hundreds of students each year.

Ultimately, 55.81 percent of the Politicians/Leaders were white, a fairly equitable comparison between white and nonwhite subjects, especially considering the high volume of presidential biographies. That was the only generalized profession that offered relative equity concerning race and ethnicity. Other professions proved to have very apparent imbalances in representation. Humanities and arts-based professions—Art, Entertainment, and Writer—were predominantly represented by white subjects; the most apparent inequity in these professions was in the category of Writer. Just 13.18 percent of writers in the collection were not white. “Athlete” proved to be the profession with the highest nonwhite representation, at 72.07 percent.

As this collection is a nonfiction collection representing real people throughout our national and global history up to the present day, it was deemed appropriate to also examine the gender representation of the subjects. Immediately apparent was the lack of obviously gender-diverse, or nonbinary, representation. A brief examination of the subjects revealed that each was cisgender (though not necessarily heterosexual). This is an area for continued collection development. In total, the subjects of the collection are 44.92 percent female-presenting and 55.08 percent male-presenting. Male representation outpaces in every profession category with the exception of two—Scientists and Notable Figures. Scientists as a professional category was fairly evenly split between the dominant genders, at 47.62 percent male and 52.38 percent female. Notable Figures as a category has a wide definition but includes well-known individuals who have made a sufficient mark on history or current events to have warranted a biography but who perhaps do not have a career path that is easily defined. One example of this would be Her Royal Highness Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge, who is a notable figure but not a head of state as is Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. The vast majority of Notable Figures are female, making up 73.24 percent of that collection. Examining the areas of profession by gender expression and also by representation of nonwhite and white subjects (by percentage) shows the need for ongoing collection development (Table 3.3).
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FIGURE 3.3. Children’s Biographies by Profession


TABLE 3.3.





	
Profession


	
Male Presenting


	
Female Presenting


	
Nonwhite


	
White







	
Art


	
65.62%


	
34.38%


	
21.87%


	
78.13%





	
Athlete


	
61.03%


	
38.96%


	
72.07%


	
27.93%





	
Entertainment


	
59.37%


	
40.62%


	
32.29%


	
67.71%





	
Notable Figure


	
26.76%


	
73.24%


	
33.80%


	
66.20%





	
Politician/Leader


	
69.64%


	
30.36%


	
44.19%


	
55.81%





	
Scientist


	
47.62%


	
52.38%


	
24.76%


	
75.24%





	
Writer


	
54.94%


	
45.06%


	
13.18%


	
86.82%







Though obvious work has been done to improve the diverse representation of the children’s biography collection, the audit has clearly revealed areas for continued improvement. Ultimately this is the goal of a diversity audit—not to shame a library for their offerings but to highlight areas of success and reveal areas for focused improvement. Since review of the collection began in 2018, library-wide initiatives have been developed and woven into the library’s strategic plan to determine what the best approaches are to integrating and improving equity, diversity, and inclusion at Cedar Rapids. By adding these measures into every aspect of library life, including the guiding principles of a strategic plan, we build a cultural movement within an organization and assure staff-wide buy-in to a complex and time-consuming endeavor.

THE 2021 AUDIT

The global coronavirus pandemic has played an unfortunately outsized role throughout this book, but it would be inappropriate to dismiss the effect it has had not only on us as part of a community-oriented species but as library professionals who have managed through such a pivotal time in history. It has profoundly affected humanity starting with the tragic and irresponsible loss of life including violent anti-Asian hate. The first year, and that which followed, have weighed heavily on everyone, and libraries have responded and adapted. While not the truly life-changing experience others have had to face, the requisite closures certainly had an effect on what was intended to be a three-year study of our young adult fiction collection. Many library materials budgets were shifted to digital materials just as publishing houses were sending employees home. The physical book landscape, and the consumption thereof, was changed.

The third year of our study was intended to study circulation. Do diverse stories circulate at a higher or lower frequency than nondiverse stories, and is there an explanation for this? The question remains valid and is one I hope is answered someday. Our doors were officially closed for several months as our state battled the spread of the virus before eventually reopening to curbside services. It was not until the vaccine was widely available to everyone on our staff that we officially reopened our doors with limited restrictions. How people consume information, and especially media, has been dramatically altered as a result of this communal experience.

That said, some stability was ultimately restored to our library following widespread access to vaccination. Fewer restrictions were in place, allowing greater access to materials as the number of patrons entering the space increased. Naturally this led to an increase in the circulation of physical materials that slowly approached the circulation levels prior to pandemic-related closures. While materials in the young adult fiction collection that were regarded as diverse materials during the course of the study made up 35.5 percent of the overall young adult fiction collection, they made up an average of 36.07 percent of the circulation across a six-month time span, April 2021 to September 2021. Simply, the collection circulated near identically to the proportion of the collection it represented.

This rejects feedback I received at a Midwestern library conference that suggested that readers in predominantly white, Midwestern communities do not want Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) or queer or differently abled characters and that such work is wasteful of taxpayer resources. Of course readers want these stories. Many of these stories are their own way to understand the world around them—or someone they care about. I do not have qualitative information to share about why specific books were checked out or of what importance they may have had to the reader. But this quantitative data proves concretely that these books were checked out—first, because we made them available.

The effect of the pandemic on collection development—both publishing releasing diverse titles and our ability to purchase physical materials versus digital—has left more unanswered questions. Initially our stated goal had been to achieve 50 percent diversity. Information provided by our local school district shows that 37.2 percent of the combined middle and high school student population is nonwhite. As our five other areas of diversity are immeasurable (there is no way for us to appropriately track mental health conditions of our young adult–reading patrons, for example), we choose to follow Karen Jensen’s advice (she elaborates in Chapter 8) with the hope of achieving a collection that is 50 percent representational of the nonwhite, non-heteronormative, non–able bodied, etc., narrative.


TABLE 3.4.





	
	
2018


	
2019


	
2021







	
Economic Welfare


	
1.75%


	
2.84%


	
8.14%





	
LGBTQIA+


	
2.73%


	
3.87%


	
5.00%





	
Mental Health


	
4.28%


	
5.27%


	
6.84%





	
Physical Health


	
1.17%


	
3.41%


	
5.96%





	
Race/Ethnicity


	
6.72%


	
8.03%


	
9.21%





	
Religion


	
2.04%


	
2.08%


	
2.75%









We have not yet reached that 50 percent goal, but we have made significant, meaningful change that has positively affected our library community. Despite a lightly described 15-month disadvantage, the diverse representation of our young adult fiction collection has continued to grow, not only overall but in all six of our umbrella categories. The overall collection started at 15.87 percent diverse in 2018 and grew to 25.50 percent diverse by 2019. This eventually grew to 35.50 percent in mid-2021. This is an exciting number, especially in our state, but it does leave room to wonder what progress could have been made without a global pandemic affecting every aspect of life. Individually, the six umbrella categories increased in percentage significantly over the three years of our audits (Table 3.4).

Economic Welfare as an umbrella category was a final addition to our study in 2018, perhaps nearly neglected as a by-product of our own middle-class status. The patrons we serve, in the building and through outreach, represent parts of our city experiencing homelessness, having an unstable home life, living in group home facilities or foster care, or who are recent refugees with limited resources. I am hopeful that they can now find their story on our shelves, with a 6.65 percent increase in such representation. Individually and overall, these numbers matter. These numbers matter because these stories and lived experiences matter. It is my sincerest hope that in the coming years, these numbers will continue to increase, that these stories will be normalized, and that my library will be filled with stories it never had before.

As has been suggested throughout this chapter, modifying an audit to suit the actual needs of your library community is essential. The following chapters include further examples of how libraries have tirelessly worked towards such goals.
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Auditing Public Library Collections and Programs

Save for a collection of books at home, public libraries often serve as the first library a child is exposed to and one that is most readily accessible for all ages and descriptions. But this only hints at the broader role libraries have in their communities. In an article for New America, Jennifer Oldham writes:

More than just books, libraries are places of information, offering people free access to a wealth of information that they often can’t find elsewhere, whether online, in print or in person. Whether they’re looking for DVDs or the latest best-seller; health or business information found on internet databases not accessible at home, or going for story times and community programming, the library is a center of community for millions of people.1

Certainly libraries have reinvented themselves time and time again to boldly face community challenges and an evolution of needs. One recent example is in how libraries had to innovate during the 2020–2021 pandemic that closed many buildings and limited in-person services. This created a new wave of virtual programming and services while also forcing communities to confront the very stark disparity between those with reliable internet and accessibility and those without. In response to that, many libraries extended their Wi-Fi signals outside their buildings to help people remain connected2 or developed internet hubs in other parts of their communities through bookmobiles, lending hotspots, or partnerships.3 Meeting needs is par for the course for library professionals who have hosted citizenship classes,4 introduced social services to their areas,5 and offered free technology classes.

This experience of the library as an essential service has been strikingly evident in my own community, as we have struggled to connect the residents of Cedar Rapids with information through three natural disasters since 2008. During two catastrophic flooding events (the first of which destroyed the library building itself) staff were deployed to city call centers and shelters to continue providing accessible and accurate information. This dedication continued during a global pandemic that saw the library moving all programming into the digital sphere and condensing public service to necessary but brief in-person interactions (or on the phone or online). While services were limited during this time, the library was able to provide support to the local school district, serving as a learning hub for those with limited access to reliable internet for virtual learning. This accessibility need was compounded by the fact that during the same time period, a derecho—a weather phenomenon often referred to as an in-land hurricane—wiped out power to the entire city and caused catastrophic damage to homes, businesses, and the natural landscape.6 Many of the schools that had been prepared to open for in-person learning during COVID measures were delayed due to storm damage, forcing many more students into virtual learning models.

Communities across the country have their own stories of exemplary library services, and so much of that work in recent years has been a collective step towards greater equity and accessibility, a modern adaptation of Ranganathan’s earlier proclamation on libraries. With such important and complex reflection and adaptation at play, there have predictably been missteps. Some have occurred with truly destructive intent. During his presidency, Donald Trump issued an executive order combating race and sex stereotyping with the statement that “Instructors and materials teaching that men and members of certain races, as well as our most venerable institutions, are inherently sexist and racist are appearing in workplace diversity trainings across the country.”7 Reflecting on the belief that such examination of racism and sexism, whether historical or current, is alienating and harmful to white, cisgender men, this executive order provided justification for withholding funds from organizations who rely on federal support if they engage in any sort of diversity or equity training. The American Library Association (ALA) naturally opposed this: “This order is based on the patently false and malicious claim that diversity training—which is aimed at fostering a more equitable and just workplace and dismantling systemic racism and sexism—reflects a ‘Marxist doctrine’ that is itself racist and sexist.”8

Withholding such training and education puts organizations at a disadvantage and prevents necessary steps forward, particularly for libraries, whose very existence relies on the diversity of ideas and lived experiences to thrive. This action was swiftly overturned by President Joe Biden’s inauguration-day executive orders.9 While Trump’s order was a short-lived proclamation, it typifies just how starkly racism is institutionalized and is an internalized presence in our society. One of the primary issues that served as a target for Trump’s executive order was the presence of Critical Race Theory in educational institutions and legislative bodies. Critical Race Theory, as defined by the American Bar Association, is “a practice of interrogating the role of race and racism in society that emerged in the legal academy and spread to other fields of scholarship.”10 Despite decades of scholarship, Critical Race Theory now faces problematic legislation in many states prohibiting educators from teaching, among other things, American history accurately.

Library staff are also navigating these contentious national experiences while doing their part to serve communities locally with equitable services and accurate information. They are the heartbeat of an industry, dedicating themselves to connecting people to resources, goods, and opportunities from simple enjoyment (such as with a readers’ advisory) to life-changing information (filing legal documents, finding a positive living situation, job search/application assistance, etc.). More than that, the public library has a role to play as an organizer and leader in connecting the entire community regardless of socioeconomic status, race or ethnicity, education, or lived experience. Further, the library has the responsibility to build collections that embrace their entire service areas while providing access to information and those ever-important windows on a wider world.

Collection development is a far more complex responsibility of librarianship that generally receives little credit. It is the careful balance of weighing needs and wants with resources available while also maintaining the drive to inspire the next generation of readers and book professionals. Public libraries from across the United States were contacted for this book, each serving dramatically different populations. The intent was to gather as many stories of collection diversity audits as possible from a broad cross-section of library descriptions, from a single library in the Midwest to a large, multibranch system in a highly populous city.

The stories represented in this chapter and the following two chapters connect the services and audits of the libraries with population data for their communities. A 2018 post on the U.S. Census Bureau’s official website defines the race and ethnic terms used on the census forms.11 Prior to the 2020 census, the census used the term “white alone” to indicate non-Hispanic heritage. They used similar wording to describe other races and ethnic backgrounds without Hispanic heritage, for example, “Black alone” or “Asian alone.” Because of the prevalence of these terms throughout Chapters 4 through 6, I will be omitting “alone” for ease of reading. This is, however, the assumed intent through these next chapters unless otherwise stated. Beginning with the 2020 census, the phrase “white alone” was replaced with “non-Hispanic white.” Also with the 2020 census, there is now the opportunity to more specifically define race with an area to write in terms. Instead of just selecting, for example, “Asian,” respondents can select “Asian” but more specifically represent themselves by also writing in “Chinese.” This allows for a greater understanding of the true representation throughout the United States and more accurately reflects that one cultural tradition is not the same as another. Information from projected 2019 census numbers are used throughout this book, as the 2020 data was not yet available during the writing.

INDEPENDENCE, MISSOURI

The Mid-Continent Public Library system is a 30-plus consolidated library branch system serving Platte, Clay, and Jackson Counties in the Kansas City metro area. The three counties have different populations and representation spread across the 703,011 people in Jackson County, 249,948 people in Clay County, and 104,418 people in Platte County. Jackson County, home of Kansas City, is second only to St. Louis in population. Clay and Platte Counties have similar racial/ethnic breakdowns, with nearly 80 percent white people in each county, while Jackson County is 60 percent white and nearly 24 percent Black or African American. Other racial representation between the three counties is more comparable, with Asian residents fluctuating between 2.0 and 2.9 percent and Hispanic or Latino representation between 6.3 and 9.2 percent. While foreign-born citizens range from 5.1 to 6.0 percent throughout the counties, non-English language–speaking households range from 7.3 to 9.4 percent. Another disparity between the three counties is in relative poverty; 5.3 percent of people in Platte County are living in poverty, while Jackson County has 13.7 percent and Clay County is between the two at 9.1 percent.12

Serving a large population over a vast geographic area is a challenge, and it is an operational goal of the Mid-Continent Public Library systems to give everyone the best library experience.13 Seeking out diverse materials is an aspect of the library’s strategic plan and is a practice that has evolved over the past decade. During this time, the Mid-Continent Public Library and the collection management director, Terri Clark, have experienced an evolution when it comes to materials services.14 The system moved to central ordering in 2014 after a long history of collections being managed by individual branches. This change allowed for more consistently diverse and representative collections overall, but it was a shift that took time to become an effective process improvement.

Conducting a diversity audit was on Clark’s radar, but like for many libraries, establishing a methodology that would yield useful results without being an overwhelming process took some time. Ultimately, it was decided that looking at the collection as a whole would not allow for the professional development they wanted to be able to tie into the process. They wanted to examine the work of those who were currently performing selection duties and use that data as a way to encourage and develop future practices. It was decided that materials purchased in the 2018 calendar year would be audited, as the staff who had made those purchasing decisions were still in their purchasing roles in 2019 when the audit was being done. This way, current staff would understand their past practices and make changes accordingly instead of having the collections they now curate be assessed based on someone else’s performance.

After establishing the appropriate time frame and beginning parameters for their audit, Clark and her team decided that the notion of diverse representation for the Mid-Continent community had to be better defined. Looking first to the diverse Independence and Kansas City community, Clark pulled in the library’s guiding principles and strategic plan. The team settled on broad categories of representation in abilities (including both mental and physical health concerns and conditions), queer identities, race/ethnicity, religious beliefs, political perspective, socioeconomic, and #ownvoices.

The actual process was an audit in two parts. The first was a keyword search through the catalog using expanded versions of their broadly defined categories noted earlier—for example, searching the word “queer” but also related terms such as “gay,” “bisexual,” “nonbinary,” etc. The second part was comparing major award and reading lists for 2018 to titles in the catalog. Both of these methods were used to conduct similar searches through library vendor catalogs such as Baker & Taylor, Ingram, Brodart, and Children’s Plus. The intent of this audit was to compare what was purchased by their team of selectors to what could have been purchased. Clark quickly moved to subject heading searches through the catalog to find materials owned by the library with those specific keywords attached. This exposed yet another problem in publishing; very often, publisher-assigned keywords or Book Industry Standards and Communications (BISAC) terms are inaccurate or limiting, as discussed in Chapter 3. Clark had to expand the searches to include any user-created tags, titles, etc. The same terms were then searched through vendor databases for 2018 releases to again contrast what was purchased (in terms of numbers) to what could have been.

The same compare-and-contrast approach was used for looking at a wide variety of book awards and popular suggested reading lists for the year. This list-checking approach to audits is a fairly common one and a method suggested by Jensen, as detailed in Chapter 2. At the conclusion of their efforts, Clark was able to inform her staff that diverse titles available and favorably reviewed had been purchased a majority of the time. While this shows that the selection staff for Mid-Continent had been mindfully seeking out diverse titles, Clark also argues that it shows how the lack of diverse storytelling is a book industry–wide problem and that there should be many more available. The personal experiences at Mid-Continent also displayed the disparity between what a book actually contains—characters and themes—and what BISAC or subject headings are applied to it at the publisher level that are then transferred to the vendor and on to the library. Clark’s study also highlighted the lack of books featuring diverse characters, period. While their collection already had a majority of recommended titles from award lists and reading suggestions from diverse sources, the overall conclusion was that there was still a long way to go towards building a truly representative library. Purchases made in 2018 were specifically selected for the first audit because the decisions of those presently employed were the ones audited Clark intends to spend 2022 on the next audit for her library using the list-checking method.

DOWNERS GROVE, ILLINOIS

This town in Illinois has a smaller population than others surveyed for this book, with just over 49,000. Of this population, 84.6 percent of are white. The town has a 5.9 percent Asian population, the Hispanic or Latino population is at 4.5 percent, and the Black or African American population is 3.6 percent, according to 2019 census data.15 Downers Grove is also home to a growing immigrant population, with 11.2 percent of residents having been born outside the United States and 13.1 percent of households predominantly speaking a language other than English. The population of people self-identifying on the census as having a disability is 5 percent. The town also has a comparatively low poverty rate, at 5.6 percent. In service to this community is the Downers Grove Public Library, which was founded over 125 years ago and has gone through two expansion and renovation projects in the past 20 years.16

A conversation with Lizzie Matkowski, adult and teen services manager, revealed that the library has been increasing its equity, diversity and inclusion initiatives, beginning with staff professional development. In 2018, the staff began participating in webinars and instruction on equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) opportunities that ultimately led the team to develop a collection diversity audit.17 For Downers Grove, collection development is performed by a team of staff, each with a designated collection that rotates every few years. This provides the entire group with exposure to each part of the library’s collection. The only exception to this rotation is the young adult collection, which is managed by the young adult librarian. The team began their audit with the young adult (YA) fiction collection, hoping that it would serve as an appropriate test for the rest of the collection.

Further, they chose to limit their audit to just a sample of that YA collection—authors with last names beginning with A through D—as a starting point. Such a project had not yet been conducted in their library, and they wanted to afford themselves the opportunity to learn as much as they could before bringing such a time-consuming project to the larger collection. Using examples from webinars and resources from the Teen Librarian Toolbox, they focused on areas of race and ethnicity and LGBTQIA+, but soon discovered that mental health and physical ability were also significant themes throughout the books they analyzed and expanded their primary markers for diversity to include those categories as well. They audited both protagonists and authors for representation in those four areas of diversity, noting that such information on authors was used only if it was easily accessible. Because the team is hoping to assess every book in the library’s collection and not merely a percentage, time spent per book must be efficient and brief.

Once the initial task was underway, staff responsible for other areas of the collection expressed enthusiasm to expand the project. In the adult fiction collection, much of the established criteria and process was applied, while some modifications were made for assessing the children’s collection with regard to the complexities of children’s material types. The team also brought the audit process to the book discussion groups: monthly programs that alternate between fiction and nonfiction titles. These are being audited by similar criteria—subject and author—for the past five years’ worth of discussion titles. As of this writing, the audit is still underway and future steps are being planned, but Matkowski was adamant that simply developing the collection to match the census data of the community was not the goal. The more important benchmark is for the collection to exceed the diversity represented by the predominantly white community to better provide windows and mirrors. Future goals also include auditing book displays and readers advisories to recognize what books are promoted.

INDIANAPOLIS, INDIANA

The state capitol, Indianapolis, is located in the center of Indiana in the American Midwest. Just over half of the 876,384 Indianapolis population is white—55.2 percent are white—while 28.3 percent of citizens are Black or African American, 10.2 percent are Hispanic or Latino, and 3.2 percent are Asian.18 There is also language diversity, with 13.7 percent of households speaking a non-English language. This language diversity is something that has had an effect on the collection development performed at the Indianapolis Public Library. In other areas of diversity, 10.3 percent of Indianapolis residents have disclosed a disability, and nearly one in five people, almost 19.1 percent, are living in poverty. Serving the population spread across approximately 360 square miles, the library is housed in 25 branches with two bookmobiles.

With a community growing in its cosmopolitan representation of the greater world, the library staff have responded with equity and compassion, particularly through a history of conversations with poet Mari Evans. Evans was born and raised in Toledo, Ohio, eventually moving to Indianapolis, where she became a renowned poet and instructor while being a major influence on the Black Arts Movement during the 1960s and 1970s.19 Before her death in 2017, she and IndyPL began a dialogue for greater representation of Black literature in the library system to better serve a growing Black community. Ultimately, this led to the development of the Center for Black Literature and Culture (CBLC) housed at IndyPL’s central location, which was just one part of IndyPL’s equity and inclusion initiatives in the past five years. A further example of Evans’s important role to the Indianapolis community comes with the library’s ongoing (at the time of writing) negotiation to acquire her personal collection. Should these discussions come to a positive conclusion, the Evans family will make a generous donation of her 3,000-item collection celebrating African American history, poetry, theater, and culture.

Indianapolis is also home to Lilly Endowment, Inc., which generously provided a nearly $100,000 grant to the library to fund initial collection development for the CBLC, including the acquisition of 2,000 new items to supplement the collection already in development, according to Deb Lambert, director of collection management for the library system.20 The Lilly grant eventually amounted to $1,360,000 for the first five years of the CBLC project, with $175,000 of that specifically dedicated to collection development. Library staff were keen to focus on redistributing duplicate items that celebrated or highlighted Black culture from the branch libraries. Since then, funds have been specifically allocated for the ongoing development of the collection. It was a focused goal to create a space dedicated to Black literature, to specifically create a space highlighting mirrors where every Black patron would be able to see themselves in everything featured in the collection. Such a collection would also have the benefit of providing windows to allow every non-Black patron an opportunity to learn the Black history and culture often missed in the American education system.

A year after the CBLC began being curated, the library received a large gift of materials highlighting LGTBQIA+ content. The gift was made possible by Chris Gonzalez Library & Archives and became a permanent collection at the central library in 2017.21 It was largely focused on issues concerning gay men and was assessed based on how current and relevant the materials were before being added to the library collection. Because of this gift, the collection development team has been able to put more time and resources towards materials highlighting other identities and sexualities of queer identity. In December 2020, the library received a 2,000-item donation focused on issues concerning lesbian women. This donation was made possible by Mary Byrne and Tammara Tracy, former owners of Out Word Bound, a gay and lesbian bookstore that operated in Indianapolis from 1998 to 2009.22

Lambert and her team were fortunate to have a diversity fellow to assist with the collection development projects already in progress, including assisting to build an opening-day collection for a new branch of IndyPL This new branch, Martindale-Brightwood, opened in May 2020. Prior to officially opening the new branch and getting too deep into the development of the collection, the fellow engaged in conversations with community stakeholders to gain feedback on what types of materials they wanted to see available at their community library. These conversations were especially important, as the library system was opening a branch that would specifically serve an area that is 80 percent Black and 5 percent Hispanic/Latino. The diversity fellowship that focused on collection development has since evolved into a permanent position: collection development librarian for diversity and world languages.

The audit began with a questionnaire for staff and stakeholders knowledgeable of the collection to determine a general status of the collection itself. Because of the influence of the Gonzalez donation and the CBLC, they focused the audit on LGBTQIA+, Black and African American, and #ownvoices titles, looking at both the author and protagonists in each of these instances. They conducted a randomized shelf sampling of 10 percent of the overall collection at both of the branches. Results from one of the branches was comparable to information collected on the picture book industry itself. Nearly 50 percent (46 specifically) of the picture books assessed featured a definitively white protagonist, in line with the 2018 findings from the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) that revealed 50 percent of picture books published that year featured white main characters.23

They also reviewed the subject headings used in their catalog by comparing them to those used at peer libraries. The IndyPL team has gathered the best practices of other libraries in addition to community input. This information is used by the cataloging department in the arduous task of assessing the subject headings for those best suitable for today but also to help patrons to find materials featuring specific characteristics. Existing subject headings are closely reviewed when adding new bibliographic records to the catalog, and, as time allows, existing records are also being reviewed and edited. The collection development policy has also been updated with regard to weeding practices to allow for the longer retention of materials focusing on underrepresented identities. Over time, this will shift the overall representation of the collection to a more equitable balance. These efforts are supported by the Indianapolis City-County Council, which has committed every city department to “budget for equity,” to specifically allocate financial resources to EDI. For the collection development team at IndyPL, this includes designating 30 percent of the department budget for materials on, by, or for African American or Black people and issues, 10 percent for Hispanic or Latino, and 5 percent for LGBTQIA+.

CLINTON TOWNSHIP, MISSOURI

The Clinton-Macomb Public Library in Clinton Township, Missouri, is a three-branch system serving both Clinton Township and Macomb Township for a community of approximately 195,000 residents just north of Detroit, between Lake Huron and Lake Erie. For its services, the library uses population data pulled from a community profile supported by the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments. The community profile there shows that 80.1 percent are white, 12.3 percent are Black or African American, and any other race or ethnic group measures under 3 percent.24 When it comes to languages represented in the community, 9.7 percent speak a non-English language at home in Clinton Township and 14.9 percent in Macomb Township, and 8 percent of individuals in Clinton Township and 10.6 percent of Macomb Township are foreign-born residents. The 2019 census numbers also projected that 10.8 percent of Clinton Township and 5.6 percent of Macomb Township have a disclosed disability, and 8.2 percent of the total population lives in poverty. In support of their community, the public library was already moving towards equity, diversity, and inclusivity (EDI) initiatives prior to the 2020 coronavirus pandemic–related closures. EDI was already a part of the library’s strategic plan, and quarantine-related closures gave staff dedicated time to focus on some of those long-term goals. One initiative to analyze the collection was assigned to a small group led by Celia Mulder, head of collection management and system administration.

For many libraries, the quarantine of 2020 and accompanying restrictive measures provided an unexpected opportunity to take on the arduous task of a diversity audit. The team at Clinton-Macomb did a randomized sampling of the entire collection, approximately 350 to 400 items per section.25 These items were individually assessed to determine diverse representation, looking at the main characters and central themes where applicable. Special attention was paid to the nonfiction collections, as auditing nonfiction titles can pose extra challenges. Nonfiction materials were closely assessed not only to determine representation of the subject but also of the author and to further investigate if there was any inaccurate bias that could spread misinformation. The team used online survey tools such as Google Forms as an effective way to organize data and learned early on that they needed to have multiple forms to address the varying needs and formats for each part of the collection. The same criteria for children’s board books would not entirely apply to the information needed from adult biographies and vice versa.

Some materials, such as the non-English language collection, were excluded from the auditing process. While the library holds materials in non-English languages such as Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese to support their diverse community needs, Mulder determined that these materials should receive specific attention outside the scope of the audit and would be addressed at a later date. Mulder and their team plan to refresh the language collection and have experienced a common issue facing American libraries: a lack of quality non-English materials published in the United States and available for purchase, particularly through major library distributors. The next layer of challenge is that oftentimes the language of the item is not a language spoken by the selector or cataloging librarian. This can make the item difficult to assess for a quality representation of that language (or the needs of the reader). Accessing those materials can be just as difficult for the patron to discover as they are for the library to purchase; such materials can have a difficult journey to the catalog. They can experience the same incomplete records that some English language materials have when being imported from an outside source while also having the additional problem of diacritics facing problematic treatment in the shift from one catalog to another. Diacritics serve essential roles in many non-English languages and are vital to understanding information being communicated.

Clinton-Macomb also audited readers’ advisory lists and updated them to include more diverse titles. Promoting books outside the white, cisgender, heteronormative lens helps to develop readership and serves to drive up demand for these titles. Patrons cannot read what they do not know exists, nor can staff recommend books they do not know the library owns. Other readers’ advisory initiatives, such as “if you like this, try that” lists, were updated as well to include a wider variety of characters, authors, and themes.

LANSING, MICHIGAN

Nearly 100 miles from Clinton Township in Lansing, Michigan, is the main library of the Capital Area District Libraries (CADL). CADL serves 118,210 people, according to the 2019 projected census numbers. This population represents a wider diversity of people in terms of race and ethnicity: the Black or African American population makes up 23.3 percent of the population, Hispanic or Latino is at 12.4 percent, Asian at is 4.4 percent, and two or more races is at 8.1 percent.26 The white population makes up just over half the city at 54.1 percent. Other relevant information includes 10 percent of people in Lansing are foreign-born, 13.6 percent of total residents speak a non-English language at home, and those with disclosed disabilities represent 13.9 percent of the population. The number of individuals in poverty, however, make up 24.6 percent of Lansing, over twice that of Clinton Township.

As a larger library system with 14 branches, collection development poses a distinctly different challenge. One of the common issues that has arisen in conversations with larger library systems is that very often those who select the materials and have ready access to the item records (and often, editing capabilities) are not the same people responsible for displays, readers’ advisories, and weeding at the branch level.27 CADL is not the only library system featured in this book to have these responsibilities divided across different positions and even across different departments at separate buildings. Separating responsibilities allows for the staff at individual branches to best approach the needs of the specific communities they serve, but it does require that large-scale collection development, such as a diversity audit, have mass buy-in from staff in different areas of the library system. On this issue, staff at CADL have been working on a potential solution since 2017. They support and encourage branch staff to actively participate in collection development while also making it easier for the team of selectors to make appropriate purchasing decisions.

The adult fiction collection is an area that has received more focused auditing by Jessica Trotter, collections services manager, who has audited her orders with Baker & Taylor. Again, because of the necessary divide (due to high volume and time constraints) between selection and weeding in the collection development process, Trotter has focused the audit on the selection process, an area of the library’s services over which she has greater control. She pulled adult fiction orders going back two to three years and tracked diverse representation across four primary categories: cultural/ethnic representation, LGBTQIA+, neurodiversity, and disability. Tracking diversity in this way, via order records, is one way to begin the auditing process, and while still a time-consuming but necessary labor, avoids the arduous task of retro-cataloging as the organization establishes future steps that align with strategic goals. Tracking orders on the purchasing end of a book’s journey and not waiting for it to hit the shelf also means that data is collected at the beginning of the process, not in the middle. This builds in the habit of actively seeking out new and engaging titles that better reflect the local and global community.

The selection team also conducts an analysis of each branch library by pulling a full shelf list (this system does not have a floating collection) to determine what materials have had or will have the most promising circulation, what themes are circulating the best, and what materials are suitable for weeding. While performing these regularly scheduled duties, specific themes and representation are purposely sought out regardless of circulation—race and ethnicity, LGBTQIA+, ability, etc.—and selection staff then make sure these themes are consistently represented in the collection. This also gives branch managers and selection staff the opportunity to coordinate and discuss other needs for the collection based on patron interactions, emphasizing the positive relationship between branch staff and the community they directly serve. Because there are 14 branches, each branch is assessed approximately once every 18 months, recognizing that larger branches will require more time to fully assess.

Goals such as tracking recommendations, improving subject headings, and formalizing collection development guidelines were written into the 2020–2024 strategic plan to establish equitable access to diverse materials as an active, organization-wide goal. A major part of working towards that goal has been developing training for all public-facing staff on recognizing and recommending materials from these various areas of diverse representation. Second, with an understanding of what these areas are and what they represent, multiple spreadsheets have been created in order to track materials used in displays, booklists, story time programs, and library-sponsored book discussions. With this, staff are recording what they are using and recommending and who is being represented. This has created a way for the entire staff to participate in the promotion of books with underrepresented characters or themes and be a part of an auditing process that will not only help bring the library to their strategic goals but also help in the development of readers’ advisory skills.

COLUMBUS, OHIO

Columbus, Ohio is a racially and ethnically diverse community with a growing population. With 900,000 citizens, Columbus is 55.9 percent white with a growing Black or African American population at 28.5 percent.28 Asian and Hispanic or Latino demographics are relatively equal to one another at 5.7 and 5.9 percent, respectively. Of the population, 9.1 percent have disclosed some disability. Columbus Metropolitan Library recognizes this and has enhanced their library services with adaptive devices and computer software available at all branches.29 Additionally, one in five people in Columbus live in poverty, while 15.3 percent of residents primarily speak a non-English language within their household, and 12.7 percent of residents are foreign-born.

Columbus Metropolitan Library is a vast library system serving a widespread community with 23 locations as well as 16 nearby partner libraries. Erica Cherup, selection and acquisition manager for Columbus, and her team conducted a sample audit of children’s and young adult materials purchased in 2019.30 The team of four each audited 100 books comprising board books, picture books, children’s fiction, and YA fiction. Because of how they divide purchasing responsibilities, everyone on the team was familiar with the titles, so they were already aware of specific cataloging and bibliographic differences between the items. They also used online forms to record data from the materials. The same form was used for board books and picture books, with a second form for children’s and YA fiction due to the similarities in records and item types. This first stage was to see if they could effectively conduct an audit without physically handling each item.

Data from Lee & Low Books reminds us that nearly half of all picture books published in the United States feature a white protagonist.31 Another 27 percent of those books feature animal characters or objects. In some of these instances, these animals or objects are given human features or elements are added to the character or setting that suggest a racial or cultural identity. These elements can also run the risk of relying on stereotypical traits, behaviors, or assumptions. In some picture books, a nonhuman creature is given elements to suggest Asian heritage; they are often depicted with a bowl of rice, yet rice is a common staple in cuisine around the world. It is our sociological stereotypes that assign this popular food to one continent (and, in fact, one identity to the hundreds of cultural traditions across the entire Asian continent), which then permeates into children’s literature. Cherup commented on this: “When a child is looking for that representation in a picture book … it really doesn’t help. It’s an animal, not a person.”32 This is yet another area that requires clarification and understanding when a team of people are approaching the auditing process. What sort of representation counts?

Armed with the information from this audit, the team was able to move forward to the next stage. Knowing that the bibliographic record, while often data-heavy, can lack appropriate subject headings or misrepresent a book, the team agreed that a physical assessment of the collection was necessary. It was hoped that in seeing and handling the actual materials, more diverse representation might be readily apparent than the record suggested. But again, with such a large, floating collection across 23 locations, a physical audit is a time-consuming prospect, to say the least. The second stage of their auditing process was to determine the time involved.

Cherup and her team selected a location for a physical audit, again using the online forms to record information. They audited based on characters and themes but also on the author. Whatever information on the author’s identity could be gathered from the author’s official website or Wikipedia entry was recorded. Two hours was allotted for this test, and from this information, they concluded that an audit plus brief additional research on the author should take between two and three minutes per book. Both audit versions provided interesting feedback and ultimately serve as examples for future, larger audits. Results from these audits were in line with the disappointing reality of publishing: that there simply are not enough diverse books being printed.

For Columbus Metropolitan Library, these two sample audits are part of a larger strategy for auditing the entire library systems collection in the near future. The hope is that by establishing a process, they will be able to train additional staff and extend the scope of an audit to eventually be used at all locations. Most of their project is based on established criteria for measuring diversity, such as that presented by Lee & Low, though future iterations may see them adjust for any new or specific concerns in representing the Columbus area. Though they have been setting the framework for future audits, they have already begun to address specific community needs with the collection.

Every location was extensively surveyed in 2017 and 2018 to determine which types of materials and genres were more likely to circulate. This has allowed the team to perform an overhaul of their distribution patterns, so that materials will be first delivered to the location most likely to circulate them. Exceptions to this allow holds to be filled from any available copy first, regardless of its “first home” library. An example of this is sending materials in the Somali language first to the locations that best serve a Somali-speaking immigrant population, which then may be redistributed to other locations through natural circulation. Columbus does have a floating collection, so materials naturally circulate to desired locations, but methodically determining the appropriate initial location helps to expedite this process.

PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA

Serving a diverse community, the 19 branches of Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh (CLP) are sprinkled throughout Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The city is home to just over 300,000 residents, as well as students of the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University and several other smaller colleges and universities. According to the 2019 projected census data, 64.7 percent of residents there are white, 23.0 percent are Black or African American, 5.8 percent are Asian, 3.5 percent are of two or more races, and 3.2 percent are Hispanic or Latino.33 The majority of the community speaks English, with 11.3 percent speaking a non-English language at home. Those born outside the United States account for 9.0 percent of Pittsburgh residents, and 20.5 percent of all residents live in poverty. Roughly 10 percent disclosed a disability on the census. Though the branch libraries are accessible, one of the CLP branches is the Library of Accessible Media for Pennsylvanians (LAMP). This branch includes a significant collection of large-print books, Braille materials, audio described films, and access to other Braille services.

LAMP is one way that the public library system in Pittsburgh has provided equitable service. Staff at CLP have also endeavored to conduct a diversity audit of the rest of the branch locations to ensure that representation is a standard throughout the system. Sarah Beasley, administrator of collection development, and her team initially wanted to conduct an audit across the entire library.34 They found more examples from other libraries of audits with youth and YA materials than other item types. Instead, their team elected to apply the auditing process to their adult fiction collection. They also assessed the materials available to them through the Overdrive Marketplace, the ebook platform that they curate themselves.

With such a large collection, the team wanted to be certain that the parameters of their project were actionable and that goals could be reasonably set and achieved in a timely manner. They limited the scope of their audit to the adult fiction titles purchased in 2018. This included anything that was purchased that year regardless of its publication year—new materials published in 2018 or earlier or replacement copies purchased in 2018. That year was chosen to reflect current publishing trends and because most of the selection staff were already in those positions, so changes could be made to the selection process based on the results of the audit. A representative sample size was determined for each individual location, and individual titles were selected by an Excel formula designed to randomly select information to ensure a lack of bias in the sampling.

There had been healthy debate as to how many staff should be involved in the audit, with the understanding that the larger the group of people, the higher the likelihood would be for error. The opposing argument was that a larger audit would require the support of more people to achieve. It was eventually determined that the entire process required a fair amount of staff support at each branch, and ultimately the audit was conducted as a professional development and education opportunity with 43 library staff participating. Having more staff participating in the audit also meant that the organization was taking advantage of the expertise of the people who work there. Everyone has a different familiarity with various parts of the collection, so more meaningful and accurate information was being included in the audit results. The generated list was split among participating staff, who were provided with additional training on the process and how to effectively record the necessary information.

Staff were instructed to spend five to ten minutes per book to track any noteworthy representation on the protagonist and author, looking at race and ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. When looking at race, the team wanted to collect enough data to seek out the best representation of their community. Some race-based categories included African, African American, African Diaspora, Middle Eastern/North African, and #ownvoices. It was especially important to this library system to record the nuanced differences between Black communities in support of the ongoing national conversation around Black Lives Matter, though it should be noted that information was collected for all nonwhite representation. Unknown race and unknown gender were also recorded throughout this process.

After six weeks of focused effort, more than 1,200 titles were audited. Because materials were audited at the branch level, the team was able to organize data to assess the diverse representation of collections at each branch and compare to other branches. They were also able to compile that information and assess the overall diversity of the entire library system. The results left the team with a definite understanding of what the future goals for collection development would need to be. On race alone, they discovered that 84 percent of the collection featured protagonists who were assumed white. This number does not include any titles where the race was considered unknown. Not an uncommon reality for many libraries, the overall whiteness of the collection is something to be addressed not only at the library level but also in publishing, as discussed in Chapter 1.

BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

New York City is a famously sprawling center of activity for a large and diverse population. Estimated to exceed 8 million people, the city is home to generational citizens and new immigrants alike. The census records the racial breakdown of the current population to be 32.1 percent white, 29.1 percent Hispanic or Latino, 24.3 percent Black or African American, 14.1 percent Asian, and 3.6 percent two or more races.35 This information serves solely as a baseline and does not denote the varied cultural traditions represented by the broad census data. In fact, the data acknowledges that 32.1 percent of the recorded population are those born outside the United States, with nearly 50 percent (48.5) speaking a non-English language in their household. This hugely diverse city is then serviced by a library community expected to keep an inclusive and equitable lens at the forefront of decision-making to provide the most meaningful library experiences.

The five boroughs of New York City collaborate across three library systems: the New York Public Library (NYPL) serves Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx, while the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL) and Queens Public Library serve their own boroughs respectively. NYPL and BPL moved to a fully consolidated, shared technical services organization in 2013, with the BookOps department performing the selection and ordering for circulating materials for each of those systems and their branches, as well as curating their digital libraries.36 BookOps is also responsible for cataloging materials for the three research libraries associated with NYPL. The organization includes acquisitions processing, logistics, selection, and cataloging for the two systems. Stephanie Anderson serves as the assistant director for selection for BookOps and shared her experiences with me.

An ongoing concern for the majority of larger library systems preparing to assess their collections is an evolving discussion focused on the feasibility of even doing an audit. The logistical undertaking of such a feat has been a cause for reluctance for many libraries in pursuing audits, but it is an especially daunting challenge for larger library systems. The largest library system in the world, the NYPL system, has also looked for a way to adapt the intent of audits to meet their current capabilities. How can 8 million items across 90 locations be effectively audited and yield productive information?

For Anderson, the first conflict that many libraries face is accepting the collection as it is without attributing either shame or undeserved praise to it. It can be an easy ignorance to assume the best of the collection and move on to other projects while ignoring the very stark reality that every library collection needs improvement. Anderson and her team recognized early on that the collections, at their core, were not reflective of the incredibly diverse New York community the libraries serve. Even if every book being published featuring a Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) character was purchased, it would not be enough to alter the representation of the past century of the book industry, nor even of the present library holdings. If they correctly assume and accept that the collection as is does not meet the diverse needs of the community, how necessary is it to conduct a full audit when the very process of doing so is already an unfeasible challenge?

The concern here is that the audit will simply show what is already known. But without an audit, specific numbers are not known that could serve as a way to measure change. Additionally, concrete numbers provide support to the need for more diverse materials with accurate representation that could help to convince or explain the reality of publishing to those less familiar. This and other barriers or challenges to audits are further discussed in Chapter 7. NYPL and BPL have not, at the time of this writing, been able to conduct a full audit on their enormous collection. They are moving forward with the understanding that the expected result of the collection would be that it is overwhelmingly white, able-bodied, cisgender, and heteronormative. Those selecting youth materials are at the forefront of the project as the team develops a place for the future of audits there while the entire selection team is purchasing as many materials outside the above assumed identities as possible.

It has, however, been informative to use audits with specific collections within the library system. One way in which the library serves the community is through its association with the New York City Department of Education with the MyLibraryNYC initiative. Many of the schools do not have a dedicated library, and in many cases, it can be difficult for classroom libraries to have enough copies of a text. The public library system has a collection of book sets for small reading groups, as well as classroom sets that circulate to educators. An audit was conducted on these sets, including associated circulation data. While information was gathered on a variety of areas of representation for the kits, Anderson and her team learned something else in the process; the books featuring more diverse characters circulated at a higher frequency than less diverse titles. This could be attributed to a variety of reasons—perhaps students genuinely prefer more diverse titles. Or possibly students prefer more recently published books, as diverse titles are more likely to be published now than ever before.

NYPL also has an established connection to the local schools through a circulating collection of holiday books. These books, like the kits, help to support classrooms and school libraries by maintaining seasonal materials. The BookOps team also audited their collections with a “holiday” designation and have included titles reflective of all holidays recognized by the NYC Department of Education. This has meant actively seeking out holiday-related materials outside of the typical Judeo-Christian calendar while assessing the representation of their current holiday offerings, specifically looking at the expectedly high volume of Christmas titles. One way that Christmas books could be audited for representation is to make sure there is a variety of books showing how different people from various cultural traditions celebrate the holiday.

The selection staff at BookOps began the auditing process at the distribution level. With central ordering and cataloging, materials are sent to BookOps for holding before they are distributed to their designated branch library. For six months during the 2020 pandemic closures, there was a halt on new materials being purchased, and materials that had previously been purchased but not yet distributed were being held at BookOps temporarily. With branch libraries circulating materials at a significantly reduced volume, there simply was not room for new materials at that time. This allowed the team to audit individual carts before sending them to branch libraries and take additional time to curate diverse deliveries.

The team is making a concerted effort to assess materials and audit for diversity at the selection level instead of waiting for materials to be delivered to branch libraries and therefore “out of their hands.” This is one way to address building a diverse collection—beginning at the point of purchase, where the life of a library book begins, instead of after its arrival. However, they, too, are at the mercy of the publishing industry and the ongoing lack of materials being published by the major houses and then distributed by major organizations such as Baker & Taylor or Ingram. Many libraries have a preferred distributor they have established contracts with, and the process of libraries gaining access to smaller publishing houses unassociated with major distributors has its own barriers. The BookOps team has developed internal procedures to combat this and make it easier for selection staff to purposely seek out and purchase materials from smaller publishers, particularly of diverse titles, that might otherwise be missed, thus removing one obstacle to accessing materials.

CHAPEL HILL, NORTH CAROLINA

Home to the prestigious University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, has a population of 64,501 according to 2019 census numbers, with a population increase of 11.9 percent since 2010.37 When discussing race and ethnicity, Asian and Asian American residents of Chapel Hill make up 13.0 percent of the people there, with Black and African American representation closely behind at 10.9 percent. Hispanic or Latino representation sits at 6.3 percent. The white population makes up 66.9 percent of the population. Only 4.4 percent of individuals disclosed a disability on the census form. Chapel Hill has a growing immigrant population, with 15.3 percent of residents born outside the United States; 21.0 percent of the community’s population predominantly speaks a non-English language, and this plays a major role in the public library’s services and materials. Regarding economic welfare, 19.5 percent of residents live below the poverty line.

The community is served by the Chapel Hill Public Library, a single-branch, municipal library. Both the public library and the local government have looked to EDI initiatives as a priority for the community. A conversation with Karin Michel, youth and family experiences manager, revealed that there had already been a focus on diverse collection development but that it had not yet been measured before a formal audit.38 This collection assessment was co-led by Michel and Tracy Babiasz, acquisitions and collections manager. The initial goal was to evaluate everything the library circulated, but that was quickly determined to be overly ambitious. While this goal was reevaluated, the team involved also wanted to understand the community they serve, paying respect to and appreciating the diverse population as a university town and a home for recent refugees. With more than 20 percent of the community speaking a non-English language, a long-term collection development project is to increase the language collection, particularly in the five non-English languages identified as prominent languages in the Chapel Hill community.

When the goals and methodologies for auditing the collection were appropriately adjusted, the team moved forward with two separate audits. The first was to audit all fiction purchases made from July 2019 to June 2020. They realized the amount of information they would be assessing would be unattainable, and further scaled that down to audit materials purchased in four randomly selected months during that fiscal year, not every purchase made that year. The second part of the audit was to gain information on items in the collection prior to July 2019, what they called their retrospective collection. Again they assessed fiction items but audited an appropriate sample size for each of the fiction collections. Adult, young adult, and children’s audiences were all audited. Special attention was paid to separating information for genre titles within these audiences, such as adult mysteries or science fiction. By collecting data from specific collections within an intended age group, Michel and her team recognized that the diverse representation of general adult fiction may be different from adult mystery or adult romance, for example. Respecting the differences between genres (and accompanying representation) is important to building inclusive collections that encourage a wider array of audiences. An example of this could include increased attention and investment into an adult romance collection by purposely seeking out romance titles by Black authors and featuring Black characters.

The audits revealed important success but also information to shape future collection development policy and decisions. Data collected showed that purchases made in July 2019 to June 2020 were nearly twice as diverse as materials from the retrospective collection. This was a positive discovery for the team, but Michel added that while it was an important change in their collection, they had quite a way to go to cultivate a collection that best resembles the Chapel Hill community. Statistics gathered from the CCBC reflect a marginal increase in representation in published materials that could account for some of the increase in the 2019/2020 data for Chapel Hill.39 They also discovered that the YA collection was the audience group with the most diverse materials, followed by children, then adults. Within the YA collection, Asian and/or Asian American characters were the largest nonwhite race or ethnic group represented.

Like other libraries who provided their stories of auditing, the team at Chapel Hill used a spreadsheet to gather the information on each item. It was a priority to gather information as accurately as possible, which for Michel meant that the team did not reduce characteristics in their study. This was especially important for race and ethnic representation, where they allowed for additional columns in their spreadsheet to include specific rather than generalized representation. An example of this would be to have a specific column dedicated to Thai and Thai American characters instead of adding these to one general Asian and Asian American category. That specific information is recorded, though it is recognized that this greatly expands the amount of information collected. Depending on the context, that information may need to be generalized to match data reported elsewhere, particularly when comparing to data collected by the CCBC or Lee & Low Books. It should be understood that the CCBC does maintain item records that denote the specific representation of a book, though for ease of publication and interpretation, that information is condensed. Diverse BookFinder, discussed in Chapter 7, maintains similar information on their collection.

NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA

The predominately Black community of New Orleans, Louisiana, has a significant effect on the desired library collection for the New Orleans Public Library (NOPL). Of the approximately 400,000 New Orleans residents, 59.7 percent are Black or African American.40 The white alone population is the second-largest race or ethnic group at 30.6 percent, while Hispanic or Latino representation is at 5.5 percent and Asian is at 2.9 percent. While 5.5 percent of the population comes from those born outside the United States, 8.4 percent of the total population speaks a language other than English in their households. Data from the census also shows that one in ten people under the age of 65 report having a disability. Another statistic of note recognizes that 24.6 percent of the overall population lives in poverty, or nearly one-quarter.

This diverse community has collectively experienced extreme events throughout its history, as has the library that serves it. The story of NOPL begins in 1843 when Abijah Fisk gifted his home in the world-famous French Quarter to the city of New Orleans. The gift was given on the condition that it would be used as a library.41 That generous gift would become the NOPL, which has grown to 15 branches throughout the city. The libraries have served the community for over 150 years and have grown to be a valued resource while overcoming catastrophic trials. Along with the rest of Louisiana and the Gulf Coast, New Orleans was especially devastated by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, which resulted in all locations being closed for damages, six of these closed permanently, and 90 percent of the staff laid off. By 2015, the city would require a public vote to increase tax support for the recovered library system, which passed with a 75 percent margin. This show of support for the library’s role in New Orleans as a beloved institution allowed them to fulfill operational costs, including a massive hiring increase. In the years since, the library system has returned to public services and thrives in supporting its diverse community.

Kacy Helwick, the youth collection development librarian, tailored an audit to her timeframe and vast youth and YA collection size across multiple branches.42 Utilizing a randomized sampling strategy, Helwick audited past purchases over a four-year time span (this was conducted in 2017). Three months were chosen at random for each of the four years for a total of 12 months, though time allotted to the project only allowed for 10 months of purchases to be sufficiently examined. Books audited were purchased for youth or YA audiences and examined over seven key questions, including the diversity of the protagonist, the diversity of the author, and circulation. Items were audited for race, ability, LGBTQIA+, and religion, specifically seeking out Jewish and Muslim representation.

After assessing purchases in those 10 months, Helwick ultimately surveyed 881 individual titles equating to 4,148 copies (noting that for a larger library system, multiple copies are necessary). When looking at the protagonists, 32.28 percent of the collection was diverse if they considered multiple copies of titles; the number drops slightly to 29.06 percent if they only considered the individual titles. Arguments can be made for both pieces of information. Counting individual titles regardless of duplication focuses on the individual representation of that item, something that does not change across multiple items of the same title. However, counting additional copies of the same title also acknowledges that multiple copies of a title require more shelf space and are then more visible to the patron.

For example, the Matched young adult series by Ally Condie was an international bestseller that celebrated with tenth anniversary editions in 2020.43 This highly popular dystopian series, while discussing class struggle, features an assumed white protagonist and would not be considered a diverse title but would require significant shelf space as a high-circulating item. That space would then not be occupied by a more diverse title. This is not to disparage high-circulating items but to highlight an additional complication that libraries face: having already-popular titles and having materials that reflect their audience when the two are not always aligned.

Looking at the data and including multiple copies of each title, the information remaining is valuable. The largest group of diversity in the collection in New Orleans was reserved for racial and ethnic diversity, and the largest group of nonwhite characters were Black or African American. The Black representation of characters during the course of the study makes up 11.14 percent of the overall collection audited. This is significant compared to the diversity of materials published, but still falls short of Helwick’s goals for the collection. With a population that is nearly 60 percent Black and a publishing industry that is dramatically falling short of acquiring Black stories (as well as stories of Indigenous people or people of color), attempting to gain equal representation in her collection is a futile goal.

Helwick went on to say that “one of the problems with the overwhelming whiteness of the publishing industry is that for many years, a book by a diverse author had to be exceptional to be published by one of the biggest publishers and get the marketing push. And white authors could be published with books that were just good or okay.”44 An examination of authors in her collection is also evidence of the lack of BIPOC authors being published. Of the 4,148 books surveyed, 265 were by Black authors (6.39 percent) and those 265 books were spread among 43 different authors. The second most represented racial or ethnic group in the audit were Asian or Asian American authors at 4.63 percent. The remaining data continues to reflect publishing trends cited by Lee & Low Books. Not only does her audit reflect the absence of BIPOC characters and stories available but also the lack of BIPOC authors being published. This was a concern shared by Stephanie Anderson and her team in New York, that for communities that are especially racially or ethnically diverse, with the current publishing landscape, it is impossible to build truly reflective collections.

HARRIS COUNTY, TEXAS

The staff at the Harris County Public Library (HCPL) share many of the same concerns as other large library systems. Houston, though located within Harris County, is served by the Houston Public Library; that population does still influence the demographics of the county overall. Harris County has a population of 4,713,325 (2,320,268 of whom are in Houston). The largest race or ethnic group is Latino or Hispanic with 43.7 percent; 28.7 percent of the population identify as white, 20 percent are Black or African American, and 7.3 percent are Asian. A significant portion of the county’s residents speak a non-English language at home, at 44.4 percent, while 26.1 percent of residents were born outside the United States. Also of note, 6.4 percent of residents disclosed a disability on the census, while 15.0 percent of all residents live in poverty.45

The HCPL system has 26 branch libraries and two community college libraries throughout the county. Beyond physical locations, the system also has a growing number of mobile libraries and makerspaces to continue off-site community partnerships. One of these partnerships includes a partnership with the Harris County Juvenile Probation Department (HCJPD), where library staff act as support to the HCJPD teachers and their curriculum.46

Serving such a diverse population, HCPL set out to address representation in their collections by increasing language representation. For Amber Seely, division director, collections and technical services, this venture began in 2018. Seely and the HCPL team expanded the Spanish collection while also seeking out additional materials in Chinese and Vietnamese for a growing immigrant population. Additionally, one of the branch locations is often host to a Russian-language group of patrons, so some Russian-language materials have been purchased as an additional support. The conversation around language was consistently framed using the term “diversity,” prompting the group to look at diversity with a broader spectrum as it related not only to their collection but other services as well. Considering the collection, they wanted to conduct a full-scale audit but determined that “there really wasn’t time to do an audit across a two million item collection, across 26 locations, across 1,700 square miles.”47 This was not a realistic goal for the organization, but neither was it a stopping point. They reexamined what they could reasonably achieve to promote and/or increase the diverse representation of their collections without setting themselves up for failure.

Instead of a full audit, Seely moved forward with a reverse audit, seeking out various readers’ advisory lists and comparing them to their collection. Materials that weren’t already owned by the system were recommended for purchase such as #ownvoices books as found on a list from Book Riot and other popular lists. Using a list-checking method to determine the presence of representation in the collection is a manageable way of auditing larger library systems and is a suggested method of auditing collections examined in Chapter 2. The team also worked on a more traditional audit of graphic novels to assess the protagonists’ relationships to various races and ethnicities, gender expression, sexuality, ability, religion, and body type.

The 2020 coronavirus lockdown forced libraries to shut their doors, and HCPL was no different. They used that time to rethink the ways they provide long-term services through the development of staff committees, for example, addressing LGBTQIA+ concerns and developing appropriate outreach. This committee shared a concern with Seely and her acquisitions team that there were not enough LGBTQIA+ materials for their community, prompting an audit specifically for materials representative of those communities. With that data in hand, the real issue became clear: the problem was not in a lack of queer materials but the inaccessibility of them. That is, these materials proved to be difficult to locate in the catalog. The solution was to begin retro-cataloging and assigning newly created local tags to the catalog to make searching for materials with queer themes more intuitive. Further, these tags highlight specific identities such as asexual or lesbian and allow patrons to search for them more discreetly, if so desired. Thus, information gained through a diversity audit enabled the library to improve material choices and to address one concern for accessibility.
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Auditing School Library Collections

For many children, one of the only places they receive instruction in library skills is through their school library. How to use a library, the functions of a catalog, information literacy, and researching are skills often left to the school librarian to teach. School libraries also often serve as a primary center of technology instruction, where simple computer use and digital awareness to critical research skills are developed. The inclusion of library and technology instruction by a certified school librarian remains essential. Several studies discussed in this chapter affirm this. However, when funding becomes an issue for a school or school district, one of the first places to feel that hurt is the school library, either by the displacement of certified school librarians or the expectation that they will work at more than one school building, hampering program development and the opportunity to build relationships with staff and students alike. Unfortunately, having an overextended school librarian is often seen as the better option when faced with severe cuts to budgets for new materials or databases, or even closing whole libraries and eliminating positions altogether.

Keeping school libraries open and investing in their success is an investment in student potential that furthers the development of reading fluency and passionate advocacy of books. This is especially important for students coming from low-income households. In an article for Teacher Librarian, Courtney Pentland writes, “If school leaders want students living in poverty to become frequent readers, then students need to have more access to books than their household can currently supply.”1 The importance of access to reading materials, both age-appropriate and of high interest, is recognized and validated by school libraries, and multiple statewide studies support this assertion.

It had previously been thought that the disparity in school readiness, particularly when it comes to reading and reading comprehension, was twofold. While parents and caregivers clearly play important and ongoing roles in a children’s development, blame and “disparities in the frequency and quality of book reading are often attributed to the lack of parent effort or inclination among low-income families, rather than to the structural features of accessibility.”2 The data in question comes from the Pew Research Center in a 2015 study on parenting that concluded that 59 percent of white parents read to their young children every night compared to 39 percent of nonwhite parents and that 71 percent of parents who read to their children have a college degree, while 33 percent of parents with a high school degree or less do.3 The Pew study fails to acknowledge the systemic racism ingrained in education and employment opportunities that create this inequity in reading.

This data also fails to incorporate the inaccessibility of reading material. The U.S. Department of Education has developed a map of book access by assessing the concentration of lower-income students within a district in comparison to free book access through school libraries and local public library branches. The department offers chilling statistics: “2.5 million children across the country are enrolled in school districts where there are no libraries,” and “13 million children are enrolled in districts where the children’s materials circulation is less than 10 per students, including 3.4 million students in poverty and 6.6 million students of color.”4 While a lack of parental involvement in reading is worth noting, the lack of access to reading materials comes first. Fewer book resources spread across more families leads to what is known as book deserts: “communities in which there was limited to no access to children’s books.”5 This phenomenon disproportionately affects Black families, furthering the distance in educational opportunity between Black and white student achievements, thus perpetuating a cycle of reading-based inequity.

While home libraries are important, not every household is able to make that economic sacrifice. Organizations such as the Dolly Parton Imagination Library serve with the goal to alleviate financial concerns associated with building an adequate and representational home library. Beyond yearned-for home libraries, support for public libraries, especially neighborhood branch libraries and school libraries, is vital, particularly in low-income neighborhoods. Multiple statewide studies indicate that students are more academically successful and achieve higher scores on standardized tests when their school has a strong school library program, regardless of the socioeconomic status of the students.6 These programs put an emphasis on using the school librarian and the services they can provide, not as a substitute classroom teacher, but as a valued part of the school-wide curriculum and as a technology leader.

One such study comes from the Pennsylvania School Library Project, which found that “on average, the percentage of students scoring Advanced in Writing7 is two and a half times higher for schools with vs. schools without a full-time, certified librarian (13.2% vs. 5.3%).”8 Those Advanced in Writing scores increased 16.7 percent when support staff were added to the school library team to work alongside certified school librarians. The same study also determined that “Black and Latino students whose schools had larger library collections (versus those who did not) more than doubled their percentages of Advanced writing scores and cut their risk of Below Basic writing scores in half.”9

Similar results were found in a South Carolina study that examined High School Assessment Program (HSAP) standards and the Palmetto Assessment of State Standards and school library programs. “All students—and specifically male, Black, and subsidized-meals (i.e., poorer) students—were more likely to meet HSAP standards if their school libraries had at least one full-time librarian than if they did not.”10 Further, test scores improved even more with each additional librarian a school had. There were also improved scores if the school had a library assistant to support the school librarian. The same study concluded that Hispanic students were best served by a school library with a librarian and at least one assistant and a print collection of 13,000 or more items, Black students excelled in writing scores if at least $13.33 per student was invested in the school library and information literacy education was provided 20 to 25 hours per week (students with disabilities also excelled with similar levels of information literacy instruction), and low-income students excelled best with all of the conditions noted earlier.11

By extension, the Baltimore Library Project “surveyed dozens of large-scale studies, involving 8,700 schools and over 2.6 million students.”12 Overwhelmingly, these studies concluded that schools with strong and invested school libraries resulted in students scoring 10 to 20 percent higher on standardized reading tests. While every student saw benefits from library services with certified school librarians, low-income, Black, Hispanic, or students with disabilities “benefit proportionately more than general students.”13 The successful and positive effects of school libraries and librarianship are inarguable. All students, but especially the students who are most disadvantaged, find success and opportunity through school libraries.

Not only is it imperative that schools have quality libraries and certified library professionals, it is important that the materials available be diverse and exciting. The expectation that students should be able to find appropriate mirrors and windows in the books of their library is not limited to accessible public libraries. Deborah Ford wrote on the importance of diverse school libraries for Principal in 2017: “Broadening the horizons of your students enables them to accept other cultures and validates the differences within your school population.”14 Four methods for fostering diverse and equitable collections and school libraries were promoted by the article: updating programming, evaluating strategies for incorporating and using books and technologies in library instruction, updating marketing and promotion of materials, and assessing the collection using race-based and other awards lists.

A similar article was posted to the blog platform Medium in 2019 by Joy Mancuso-Mohsen, which also detailed four steps to encourage diverse school libraries.15 Her methods are similar to Ford’s but expanded on collection development. Instead of focusing solely on awards lists for book suggestions (itself a form of list-checking-based audits), she promotes “equity audits”—diversity audits by another name. The history of diversity audits in libraries, both public and school, is relatively brief but effective. Much of what has been written on the subject comes from personal accounts of those who have done them. This includes independent writers contributing to profession-based blogs. Chelsey Roos wrote a blog on diversity audits for the Association for Library Services to Children based on her audit of a special, designated book talk collection of her K–5 school library.16 Kelsey Bogan has detailed her experiences with a full audit of her high school library through her personal blog, Don’t You Shush Me!, in which she includes details on auditing each section of the library.17

Bringing the process of auditing a collection to school libraries is as important as it is to public libraries. There are, however, additional challenges to using this sort of research in schools. Often school librarians face complex time and budget constraints imposed on them by their schools, especially when these dedicated professionals are often treated like substitutes for classroom teachers. Despite the ever-present challenges of an academic year compounded by shifting priorities and opportunities during pandemic-related constraints, a few school librarians offered their stories for this book. They represent vastly different communities across the United States and are united in their goal to build collections that better represent their communities and the wider world.

SAN RAFAEL, CALIFORNIA

Nestled in the San Francisco Bay area, the San Rafael, California, community is home to 58,440 residents.18 According to 2019 census data, 57.0 percent of residents are white, followed by 31.0 percent Hispanic or Latino. Other race groups dip significantly below that representation, with 6.8 percent for Asian, 4.8 percent for two or more races, and 1.4 percent Black or African American. The community also boasts a foreign-born population of 27.3 percent. The census also projects that 4.4 percent of the residents disclose a disability, while 12.2 percent of the total population lives in poverty.

Having been a librarian in the area for a while, Alexandria Brown has worked with young adult audiences in school and public libraries and has promoted inclusive collections throughout. They started in the library with an outdated collection that was not appropriate for the diverse community the school served. The challenge was to bring a collection in line with the changing student population within an institution unprepared for change. This is not an uncommon challenge—a lack of organizational support is an often-cited barrier. However, Brown continued with the intent of broadening equitable access to appropriate mirrors and windows for the community the school served. Their first step was to weed the collection to remove any physically damaged, outdated, or low-circulating materials. This is a step I would recommend as well. There is little point in exerting the effort necessary for an audit for materials that no longer have a place in the collection.

Relying on personal experience, Brown has supported and provided instruction to other librarians in developing a study of their own. Classically, creating an audit using a spreadsheet, Brown encourages other librarians to make specific categories for various areas of representation. In this more formal process, Brown suggests pulling an appropriate sample size and comparing those materials across several categories such as race and ethnicity, mental health concerns, physical health concerns, and #ownvoices. Brown also stresses intentionally recording queer representation beyond “gay” and “lesbian” as subjects by including less frequently written identities such as transgender, nonbinary, and gender-queer so that special attention is paid to these lesser-known queer identities. Fat characters and Indigenous characters also receive their own categories in Brown’s more formal auditing process as a reminder to seek out often-neglected stories.

Brown has used both a formal process such as the one described earlier and more informal audits that rely heavily on personal knowledge. “It feels very tokenizing to me to do it [the formal] way but that seems to be the common way of people doing it,” they said. “When I’m walking people through who are coming at this from no experience, it’s kind of a good, easy way [utilizing a more formal process with specific marginalized identities highlighted].”19 For those with less familiarity with a collection being assessed, using a formal process is one way to work towards having more people represented by the collection. The more informal process that Brown describes relies on the librarian being personally involved in the collection they curate—that is to say, being an active reader of the collection and aware of movements, authors, and themes within the book industry. This personal awareness helps to cultivate a deeper knowledge of the collection that is being assessed.

ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

Recognizing the absolute need for access to diverse and culturally celebratory materials, the Albuquerque Public School (APS) system has taken serious steps to embrace windows and mirrors through their school libraries, as well as in classroom libraries. APS is the largest school system in New Mexico, serving 84,000 students, and it is in the top 40 largest public school systems in America.20 With over 140 schools, the district serves a large, urban community, with a population of just over half a million residents in Albuquerque alone. The largely diverse community is mostly Hispanic or Latino, at 49.0 percent, according to 2019 census estimates, 39.4 percent white, 3.2 percent Black or African American, and 4.7 percent American Indian or Alaska Native. The students of the district have a slightly different race/ethnicity representation, with 65.8 percent of the student body being Hispanic/Latino followed by 22.9 percent white, and 5.5 percent Indigenous peoples, with the Sandia Pueblo and Isleta Pueblo reservations serving as partial borders for the district.21 It is also important to note that according to census data updated in 2019, 9.3 percent of individuals living in Albuquerque self-report a form of disability and 17.6 percent of all residents are living in poverty.

Working to develop library services and collections that support such a diverse school community, the director of library services for APS, Rachel Altobelli, leads the libraries in large-scale projects and works to fund initiatives that affect all of the school libraries when such funds allow. One such initiative included a collaboration with the Indian Education Department (IED), a department established by the APS district in 1974 “with the primary purpose of advocacy and representation for the 115 different American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) tribes enrolled in the school district.”22 Altobelli and the IED worked together to create a list of five books by and/or about native peoples that every school library needed, and the district paid for each of these sets.23

Beyond that, the library services department and the language and cultural equity departments for the district have developed a multicultural library that became a springboard for culturally responsive classroom libraries. This increased the representation in classroom libraries by adding titles recommended by members of the community who themselves are Black, Native, Hispanic, and/or LGBTQIA+.24 Most recently, the group has worked to specifically increase Black representation in classroom libraries as a way to support social studies education. “It was pointed out very validly that we really can’t teach social studies in the United States without really talking about the African American experience. So we bumped up titles there because that is an area where social studies textbooks are lacking,” said Altobelli on the subject.

Ultimately the goal is to create not only culturally responsive but also linguistically responsive classroom and school libraries through the acquisition of non-English language materials. Spanish-language materials are more readily available from publishing houses but do not entirely fulfill the language-based needs of the community. The district seeks out books in Spanish but also “Vietnamese, Farsi, Dari, Arabic, and Swahili. We’ve been able to buy small quantities of some but it’s hard.”25 There is also a program with the district for bilingual and English language learner students where they get to choose a free backpack and a few books of their own to take home “because the goal is to have responsive books in their classrooms and in their homes.”26

SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH

Though not typically considered a particularly diverse community, Salt Lake City, Utah, has seen a steady increase in its Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) population. According to 2019 census data, the total population sits at just 200,000 people, 64.8 percent of whom are white, followed by Hispanic or Latino at 21.8 percent.27 The third-highest census group is Asian at 5.4 percent, mixed races at 3.3 percent, Black or African American at 2.6 percent, 1.6 percent are Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 1.5 percent are American Indian or Alaska Native. A lot of the diverse growth in the city can be attributed to the growing immigrant and refugee communities, with the census recording that 17.1 percent of residents were born outside the United States. One out of every four households speaks a non-English language, a factor that has affected the school library staff in the community.

Salt Lake City is home to an increasingly diverse population largely due to a growing refugee community. School librarian Michele, who asked to be referred to by her first name only, previously worked with a racially and culturally diverse student body at one of the elementary schools in the least affluent part of the city. The previous librarian had been at that school for 30 years, leaving Michele to inherit a collection in dire need of development. The diversity of the student population had changed during that 30 years from a predominantly white community to a diverse group of students coming to the Salt Lake City area from around the world. At present, 29 languages are spoken in the school. One story shared included one student from Laos whose family travelled across Asia before eventually immigrating to America and who was learning to speak English, her ninth language.

After weeding the collection, racial data was pulled for the student body to begin the curation of a collection that would be truly representative of her students. Instead of looking at the collection that existed and auditing that, Michele audited the representation of the students and sought out new materials. What started initially as a $1,000 grant from the Utah State Library for the purchase of Spanish-language materials evolved into a financial success for the school’s collection development goals. This was followed by a $5,000 donation from Bonneville Communications/KSL TV. That was followed by a $15,000 donation from Elements Capital, for an overall total of $21,000 in grants and donations. The school also benefited from a donation of 500 new books from Baker & Taylor as steps were made towards diversifying the collection.

These generous grants allowed library staff to expand greatly on the collection development Michele was already working toward. A significant portion of the original budget was devoted to Spanish-language materials, as the school had a majority Latino population with Spanish-speaking households. The increased budget was split into purchasing materials that appeared to fit into two different groups: as many children’s books in the various languages the students spoke as possible and English-language materials that also represented them. Many of the students had not learned the history of their countries of origin, so adding these materials helped them to develop a connection. Their parents were also given the opportunity to have a library card of their own to the school library so that families that elected to could check out materials and read together.

CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

Christy James, library media services coordinator and district textbook coordinator for the Charleston County School District (CCSD), serves a similar population to that in the Salt Lake City school. Charleston County is home to 411,000 people, 65.2 percent of whom are white, while 26.3 percent are Black or African American, and 5.3 percent are Hispanic or Latino.28 The school district, however, is the educational home to 50,000 students across 75 schools and has a student demographic breakdown that differs from the rest of the county—48 percent white, 38 percent Black, and 9.7 percent Hispanic or Latino.29 In December 2017, CCSD went into partnership with Clemson University to research the district and its relationship to diversity and inclusion. As a result of this study, challenges were addressed that the district has engaged in, particularly in closing the achievement gap (and therefore opportunity gap) between predominantly white students and white-dominated schools and Black students. The study included actionable goals and metrics for the district to improve, aspects of which were adapted into the district’s strategic goals.

While this study did not provide analysis on access to school libraries, studies such as the Pennsylvania School Library Project would commend the district for employing a full-time certified teacher-librarian at each school in the district. Each of the schools is given a per-pupil allocation for library materials—circulating, supplies, and programming—and librarians there are given some autonomy for collection development decisions, though there is a “district-wide template for collection development plans.”30 Previously, diversity initiatives had been encouraged by the collection development plans, but they became a required component of librarians’ work, reflecting the district’s strategic goals.

Because the school district is so large and many teacher-librarians have strict schedules based on the individual needs of their schools, the time to perform a full collection audit is nearly nonexistent. Therefore, they have come to rely on reverse audits to cultivate more inclusive collections, including various award lists such as Stonewall, Coretta Scott King, Pura Belpré, and Schneider Family. If such award winners or honorees are not already included in their collections, they can then be purchased. As part of a library staff-wide professional (and collection) development project, all teacher-librarians performed a reverse audit following the Youth Media Awards in 2020 and plan to make that a yearly expectation.

One pair from Charleston, Amy Ball and Melanie Crumpton, provided information on audits of their school library. In tandem with district-wide goals, Ball and Crumpton’s work was conducted in two parts. The first was an audit of four subsets of books. They audited books purchased from two sources, Amazon (typically made up of staff and student purchase requests) and Follett (books purchased by librarians consulting professional publications and reviews), both over a two-month purchase period. The third and fourth subsets of books are a specific banned books collection used by classroom teachers, as well as titles in a “global change” collection. The second part used keyword searches through the library catalog, though they acknowledged this to be a flawed method, stating “many books in fiction genres other than realistic/romance may portray people of color or LGBT status, but this may not be noted in the catalog record.”31 Such an approach does have three notable advantages. The first is that it is a fairly expedient way of gathering some information that can ultimately prove useful. The second is that it helps to highlight ways in which the catalog, and keywords, can be improved, particularly when the librarian knows a given title should be connected to a keyword and the catalog does not reflect that. The third is that using the catalog is the primary way a student would search for such an item, so the librarian is experiencing the catalog as a student does.

Focusing on areas of diversity of particular importance to their school community, Ball and Crumpton looked at race/ethnicity, #ownvoices, and LGBTQIA+. With regard to race and ethnicity, four categories were used based on how the school district designates its student representation, though the keyword searches were defined (and extended) in this study. For example, though the term “Hispanic” was used, the library staff extended their search terms to include Latino, Central American, and South American as well. The information gained from this study was organized to highlight the three areas of diversity. Some data provided by the process served as evidence that the largest nonwhite race or ethnic group was in Black characters or subjects in each of the studied collections. Within the global change collection used for social studies and English research, 187 items were identified, and of those, 29 predominantly featured Black characters or subjects, 21 of Asian descent, 15 Hispanic or Latino, 1 Indigenous peoples or Alaskan Native, and 17 were racially mixed.

Ball and Crumpton also concluded that while individual collections and purchases during the scope of the study met or exceeded the diverse representation of their school community (except for a lack of LGBTQIA+ representational purchases from Amazon), incorporating the data from their catalog did change the overall representation of the collection. Their analysis on the nonfiction collection concludes that “we suspect that the lack of diversity in the overall collection is skewed by a nonfiction section with large sections devoted to European history, literary criticism, social issues [which may or may not be diversity specific], and other nonfiction topics unrelated to humans. Mainly, we felt the Follett diversity wasn’t a true representation due to the fact that the subject headings didn’t always include diverse characters in other titles and then the fact that many nonfiction titles include diverse headings but aren’t necessarily considered own voice (such as the examples listed above).”32 Some other interesting observations from the study are that they attributed many of their numbers in the Hispanic group to Spanish-language materials and that a noticeable percentage of Hispanic- or Asian-inclusive works were also cookbooks.
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Diversity Elsewhere and Auditing the Other

While the bulk of the relationship between diversity audits and libraries lies with collection development, it would be a mistake to limit our understanding of the importance of auditing other areas of a library’s services. There are effective ways to assess a library outside the confines of the collection; they simply require more abstract thinking and, in some cases, take on processes more closely tied to audits conducted in business environments, as discussed in Chapter 2. The importance of this expansion relates to the other important services already done in libraries. They are no longer limited to storehouses of the printed word, nor should they be. Community relations, programming, instruction, gathering and event spaces, and even occasional social services are all roles now filled in the library workforce, and all help to cement the reputation of the public library as a community leader.

TIGARD, OREGON

Tigard, Oregon, has a population of just over 55,500 people, 72.8 percent of whom are white, according to 2019 census data. While the community is predominantly white, there is also a sizable Hispanic or Latino population at 12.8 percent. The remainder of the population sits at 8.1 percent Asian, 4.9 percent biracial or mixed race, and 1.7 percent Black or African American.1 The census also reveals that 7.3 percent of residents disclosed a disability, while 8.9 percent of the total residents are living in poverty. Of the population, 14.5 percent are foreign-born, and 19.7 percent speak a language other than English in their household. With nearly one in five households speaking a non-English language, the Tigard Public Library has been developing linguistically diverse library services specifically for native Spanish speakers.

The Tigard Public Library’s approach to expanding the diversity of the catalog differs from other libraries discussed here. One long-term plan is to audit the catalog specifically looking at Spanish-language access points, or rather, areas in which Spanish-language materials can be searched by appropriate Spanish-language keywords. A team across six libraries from the Washington County Cooperative Library Services (including Tigard) has continued this progress. The team includes bilingual staff as well as those who are not proficient in Spanish. From Tigard, Stephanie Milbrodt presented information to the group on the Library of Congress subject headings and participated in a conversation on how to increase Spanish-language access points across the member libraries.2 One improvement already made is a standard for tagging materials originally published in Spanish as opposed to translations of English-language books.

A project that has already been in progress with librarian Brenna Norman is an overhaul of other keywords used in the catalog to refocus records with people-first language.3 One example of this is removing dehumanizing phrases such as “slaves” and replacing them, such as with “enslaved people.” At this time, they are only looking at keyword terms related to enslavement. The team there has discovered that while keywords can be batch edited, or multiple records edited at once, information contained in the 520 field has to be altered manually and individually. This field in a machine-readable cataloging (MARC) record provides opportunity for a brief summary to appear in the record and must be edited independent of other records. The overall goal of the project is to move towards more appropriate, equity-based language throughout the catalog, so that it more accurately represents those who use it.

MULTNOMAH COUNTY, OREGON

Multnomah County sits along Oregon’s northern border just west of Mount Hood and is home to Portland, Oregon. The county is also home to 812,855 people, a population that has grown steadily since 2010 with a 10+ percent increase. The broad racial breakdown of the city has the population at 69.1 percent white, 12 percent Hispanic or Latino, 8.1 percent Asian, 6 percent Black or African American, and 4.7 percent two or more races.4 Of this community, 13.8 percent were born outside the United States and one in five speak a non-English language at home. Other census information shows that 9.1 percent of Multnomah County’s residents revealed a disability and 12 percent are below the poverty level. The Multnomah County Library serves the region with 19 branches, including a central branch in downtown Portland.

The county is linguistically diverse and has specific language-related accessibility needs with such a broad representation of immigrants. The library has been responding to the needs of their community by specifically embracing language and cultural differences that might ordinarily serve as access barriers. The 2020 pandemic and necessary precautions associated with it pushed many of the Multnomah County Library services into a virtual format, starting with traditional story time.5 It’s Storytime! is offered as a live virtual experience in English, and there are separate recorded story time opportunities reflective of both language and culture in Spanish, Russian, Chinese, and Vietnamese.

There is also a channel designated “It’s Black Storytime!” that solely features Black staff and Black story book characters. Further expanding on cultural story hours, the library has partnered with Karen Kitchen to present Native Story Hour. Kitchen is tribally enrolled with the Osage Nation and is an educator and performer who seeks to preserve and celebrate Native culture.6 Expanding on what was an in-person story time prior to pandemic closures, an online sensory story time was developed that allows parents and caretakers to pick separate videos that feature different “sections” of a story time to create a full-length program that would be most suitable for their child.

These programs highlight just one way in which the Multnomah County Library serves their youngest patrons while celebrating unique differences. Materials and selection staff, along with the children’s librarians have extended those efforts into assessing areas of the collection for diverse representation, particularly areas that intersect with children’s services. Aside from story time, the library reaches out with focused programming to elementary-age students through their Books 2 U program. This partnership puts trained staff into 46 schools as well as a juvenile detention center to present book talks and deliver materials to generate reading interest. A specific collection has been curated by the Books 2 U staff with librarian guidance, and an audit of those materials was developed as a collaborative effort. An online form was developed to record characteristics of the protagonist, author, and where applicable, illustrator.

Audits have been conducted in other areas of the library, including on large-print book orders. Their results were not particularly surprising for the 200+ items that were audited as part of a beginning initiative. Though a combination of fiction and nonfiction titles were audited, there were few surprises to the selector in charge of that project. The results echo the information gained from the audit of book club kits at Cedar Rapids (as discussed in Chapter 3); both collections often comprise some of the most popular adult titles. In the case of Multnomah, they confirmed that the majority of the large-print fiction titles were authored by white women featuring white female protagonists. Most of the nonfiction titles were written by men, as were westerns. Very few large-print titles in the audit were written by Hispanic or Latino authors or by other authors of color. The process of getting a title published in the large-print format is one rife with built-in inequities, so a predominantly white collection is unsurprising but still a challenge.

In a 2016 website post, Gale challenged the belief that the selection of large-print titles was limited. While that may have previously been true, the company’s publishing arm Thorndike Press “publishes more bestsellers and bestselling authors than any other large-print publisher.”7 While large-print materials are a great accessibility opportunity for those with limited sight or some reading disabilities, the collections are often sought by senior citizens and so are curated to fit that population’s perceived interests.

APPLETON, WISCONSIN

Located near the northern end of Lake Winnebago in Wisconsin, Appleton has a population of 74,098 people, 81.3 percent of whom are white, according to recent census data.8 The second-largest racial group is Asian at 7.4 percent, followed by Hispanic or Latino at 5.7 percent. Black or African American people make up just 3.1 percent of the population. Considering other areas of diversity, 11.6 percent of people speak a non-English language at home, 8.2 percent self-disclose a disability, and 11.4 percent live in poverty. The Appleton Public Library (APL) has served the community since 1897 and is a member library of the Outagamie Waupaca Library System with 16 member libraries across Wisconsin.

While APL has not yet had the opportunity to conduct a full audit, the work of Betsy Kowal and Michael Nitz (and others) has helped to make equity, diversity, and inclusion a priority. Kowal first approached it by focusing on anti-racism and its presence in the children’s area where she performs most of her duties.9 She noted that an important part of the anti-racism education has been acknowledging the narrow representation of diverse authors, particularly those who are Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC). This has been a repeated concern from librarians interviewed for this book and in preparatory research. The danger of presenting a single-story narrative as described by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is further explained in Chapter 2.

Along with the narrow representation of BIPOC stories, a concern of Kowal’s is the lack of representation of Indigenous peoples in literature as both characters and creators. This concern is reflected in data from the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC). They reported that in 2019 only 46 children’s books by Indigenous authors were published and 65 children’s books featured Indigenous protagonists. Kowal expressed that this was especially concerning, as so many libraries and communities are on Indigenous lands. APL, for example, is near the Oneida Nation, and Kowal’s programming has established a positive relationship.

One such programming endeavor that has been a success for the library as a community organizer has been the development of Backyard Groove, an interactive celebration of the music traditions in the Appleton community. Music education students at nearby Lawrence University were instructed by Professor Leila Ramagopal Pertl and local experts on global music traditions and established a framework for the instruction and celebration of them. Following brief intensive study, the music students, local musicians, and Kowal and her team created a series of library programs delivered virtually during the coronavirus pandemic. In the first series, over three weeks, library programs highlighted Brazilian samba, Mexican mariachi, and Indonesian gamelan. The team is planning the next series of music traditions to explore, including traditional music of the Oneida Nation.

CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA

The Charlotte Mecklenburg Library System in Charlotte, North Carolina, has also launched a major project to audit the library in a non-collection-focused way. The system has 20 physical branches throughout the Charlotte area serving just over 1,000,000 residents in Mecklenburg County. Population estimates from the Census Bureau for 2019 also suggest that the racial breakdown of the county registers that 33 percent of residents identify as Black or African American alone, 13.8 percent are Hispanic or Latino, 6.3 percent are Asian alone, and 46.1 percent are white alone.10 Nearly 20 percent of the county residents speak a non-English language at home, and 11.7 percent of residents live in poverty. While they are still undergoing the development of a plan to assess their multibranch collection, the staff have conducted what they deem a legacy audit.

Motivated into action by the unfolding events surrounding the Black Lives Matter movement throughout the country, which began in 2013 and erupted in 2020 with the murder of George Floyd, the Charlotte Mecklenburg Library System has reviewed “commemorations and collectibles to ensure they align with the Library’s position on equity.”11 The team to perform this audit consisted of four people: two individuals from the library systems archive division, a staff member from the public relations team, and Rosalind Washington, one of the system’s branch leaders.12

They were tasked with evaluating all artwork, sculpture, artifacts, and other historic contributions gifted to the library system. Cursory evaluations were done on all items at branches, individually looking at not only who gifted the item but who the original creator was and what meaning the item itself has. This evaluation was done to determine if any part of the artifacts history included insensitive associations inappropriate for the library. Items were given a ranking from low to high, with the highest-ranking items requiring immediate removal for their controversial nature, while medium to low items required more research.

More than 200 artifacts, artwork, and sculptures were removed from the branches to be archived or sent to local museums, where they can be used in facilities better able to cultivate community conversations and education. The auditing process also revealed that one of the branch locations required renaming. The Morrison Regional Library was renamed to the South Park Regional Library after the audit concluded that Governor Cameron Morrison, for whom the branch had been named, had been associated with the Red Shirts. This group’s main goal through the late 1800s to early 1900s was voter intimidation to prevent Black citizens of the Carolina states from voting.

The process of renaming the branch was done with the support of the Harris family, descendants of Morrison, who had gifted the land to the library for the branch’s construction. Programming was also developed to educate the community on the acts of the Red Shirts to highlight the importance of renaming the branch while endeavoring to maintain a positive relationship with the Harris family, who continue to be library supporters. With this experience serving as an example, the library system has moved away from having branch locations named for people and are instead choosing to name branches after geographic locations. An exception to this would be the Myers Park Branch Library, which is named after a geographic location that shares its name with a person in Charlotte’s history.

Another example of the team’s efforts includes the removal of community art pieces. Several of the branches include murals of storybook characters that were created as a community endeavor. However, one of those pieces included a depiction of Aladdin from Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp included in The Book of 1001 Nights (though not an original story to that collection). This piece was removed during the legacy audit process after receiving complaints from Middle Eastern members of the community for its questionable depiction of a Middle Eastern character. Similarly, a painting of a scene from the tale Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens was removed for its negative depiction of Jews.

All of these projects from Washington and her team have been to assure that the library continues to contribute to an equitable advancement of their community, but to also assure that the library remains equally concerned in the future. The analysis they have done already will help the board to determine a donation policy in the future that will include an in-depth research process to ensure that materials, art, artifacts, etc., with a questionable past do not find a home in the public spaces of the library.
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Barriers to Audits

Diversity audits are an imperfect process, and their relationship with libraries is new. In fact, the lack of history and therefore lack of universal understanding and methodology was expressed by many of the library staff I interviewed. But just because something is new or different does not mean it is not a worthy pursuit. Audits can expose information about the progress of the collection to library staff, leading to a high impact on the community they serve. To remain relevant, libraries must embrace a future where equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives are a daily expectation until such time when they are automatically a daily experience. In many cases, EDI-related projects and studies have been incorporated into strategic plans. This level of support helps to create an organization-wide culture of inclusivity and can lead to a top-down approach to change initiated by, for example, a board of directors. There are many merits to the use of diversity audits in helping to assess a collection, just as there are many ways of adjusting the scope of an audit to meet a library’s needs or challenges. But it would be inappropriate and unprofessional to not also discuss various barriers and challenges to their development and potential limits.

When it comes to conducting an audit, whether it be a complete audit of a library’s holdings or using the list-checking method, the project is time-consuming. It is, however, not so time-consuming as to be impossible. Library staff are often overworked and take on a variety of roles within their organization, particularly at smaller libraries where staffing may be even more stretched. Despite these limitations, effective collection development is a responsibly that libraries have for their communities and should be viewed as a priority. List checking is a valid entry point into the auditing conversation, especially if the library already has a majority of the materials listed or the intent and means to purchase them for the collection. The list-checking method is one effective way to assess a collection with diversity in mind and is a task that one person can perform. This is a process that can be scaled either up or down depending on the time, resources, and staffing available.

For example, instead of auditing the entire library, several libraries featured in this book began the process by auditing a specific collection or percentage of a collection. At Cedar Rapids, the initial audit was on a percentage of the young adult fiction collection to determine an estimated baseline. That information was used to make purchasing decisions for the next year and updated for the years that followed. A full audit was done on the 6,000-plus–item young adult fiction collection a year later. The partial audit of 20 percent of the collection took two librarians 10 hours to physically assess, with additional hours to translate the information. The second audit was planned almost immediately for a year later, and so staff were allotted for the project well ahead of time and given a 40-hour week to perform the task. Meanwhile, the small collection of book club kits were fully audited (character and creator) in a few hours by one staff member. While potentially arduous and time-consuming, audits gather important information and are scalable to suit the needs and limits of the library.

Despite the useful information that can be collected through an audit, there are valid criticisms of the process. Librarian Jenna Friebel highlights a few of the limits to diversity audits in a 2019 blog post for the website Reading While White. There she discusses how an audit can risk being performative rather than intentional, and she expresses concern that the way in which identities are measured for the sake of an audit can lead to a lack of intersectionality. Both of these points reveal limits to audits, particularly in the preparation stage—developing a format, determining measurable criteria, expected outcomes, etc. She writes: “If diversity audits are done as a one-off, primarily just so a library or library employee can say they did it, that moves into performative territory,”1 and the work that has just been done fails to lead to any progress.

The solution is simple: have a clear purpose. To do an audit for the sake of doing it has little value and presents itself as an empty gesture at best. At worst it trivializes the need for library collections that reflect the global community and asserts the false premise that libraries are for white, heteronormative, able communities. Libraries are for everyone, and with that as a guiding principle, audits can be a useful tool to redevelop collections. Depending on how an audit is developed and what information is being collected, a wealth of information can be gleaned from it that should then be used to inform future collection development. It would be wrong to consider effective collection development to be anything other than a series of data-driven decisions one after the other. Purchase and acquisition of materials is limited by budget, availability, demand, space, etc. Information gathered by conducting a diversity audit is yet another way to utilize data-driven decisions in purchasing.

Regarding intersectionality, Friebel has a fair point. It can be tempting to assign a primary descriptor to a book or character for ease of data collection. But who is primarily one thing? People are complex and so, too, are the characters brought to the page. To deny these characters one or more aspects of their identity would be to determine which identities or lived experiences are inconvenient to count and therefore deny a mirror for a reader. For both the 2018 and 2019 audits of young adult fiction at Cedar Rapids, we tracked materials in each of the six umbrella categories. If a book featured a Puerto Rican and bisexual character, they were counted in both categories with the understanding that all percentages would then be skewed and approximate in nature. In 2019, we specifically charted where books had intersectional diversity. Interesting information was learned from that. For example, some of our most frequent intersections came with an overlap of characters and storylines that featured both mental and physical health conditions or in the intersection of race and ethnicity with economic welfare. Similarly, one library I spoke with chose to record intersectional representation by decimal points. If a book featured a Black character as well as a character (perhaps the same one) coping with depression, the book would count as 0.5 for race and 0.5 for mental health.

The collection of information on library materials is hardly beneficial if it is not also used to create change, especially in the case of diversity audits. Why perform such a task if there is no intention of using such information to make better decisions? Organizations such as Lee & Low Books and the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) do similar work by auditing the children’s publishing as a whole to gather a baseline (as Friebel writes). However, because of their growth and role in the book industry, of which libraries are a part, their analysis is not limited to conducting a one-time audit. The landscape of the publishing industry changes from year to year. Both of these organizations have performed multiple audits; the CCBC has been doing so yearly since 1985, and Lee & Low has done it twice in the last decade. With multiple audits they are able to track differences year to year, but they also have both grown sufficiently in recognition throughout the children’s book communities that their combined presence gives publishing a simple message: we’re watching you.

The pressure of accountability has a similar effect to the pressure of demand, as seen in the development of the Black Lives Matter organizations in 2013 and the sharp increase in published materials featuring Black or African American protagonists published thereafter (see Chapter 1). This is, of course, imperfect, in that there is a long way to go in terms of representation. Most notable is the profound absence of Indigenous creators and characters being published despite Native people’s presence long before white colonization.

The lived experience of a Black person in America is not the same as that of an Asian person in America. There is overlap with one another, just as there is overlap in experiences with a white person in America, but none are exactly the same. Further, the lived experiences of a Black person in America differ from a Black American of Caribbean, Afro-Latino, Nigerian, or Kenyan descent, among others. To say that there is one Black experience and Black representation in literature is wrong and limiting, and data collected in audits has the potential to celebrate rather than dismiss these differences. For data collected at Cedar Rapids, we elected to record how the author (or often, the publisher) chose to describe the characters or story themes instead of limiting information to broad categories. Across 6,000+ materials, this resulted in 42 subcategories within the Race and Ethnicity umbrella category alone, including 10 different Indigenous tribal associations and amounted to 188 subcategories across the six umbrella categories. For the purposes of this book, those numbers were truncated for the graphs in Chapter 3, but they are otherwise maintained in an expanded form at the library. Information presented by the CCBC also condenses data into broad categories, though they maintain a database and item records that “take note of additional ethnic and cultural details.”2

There is also the question of what information is recorded when it comes to inauthentic portrayals. Character depictions based on stereotypes and racist tropes add little value to a collection where the purpose is to celebrate individual differences, and they have the potential to create more harm. If the only literary depiction that a reader encounters of a group of people is a negative one, then it stands to reason that the majority of that reader’s understanding of those people in reality is also largely negative. This is another way in which the danger of a single story is particularly threatening, as discussed by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. The readership is left with exactly one description of a people, and in this instance it is a negative, harmful one. Karen Jensen also elaborates on this issue and its relationship to diversity audits in Chapter 8. Her example is in regard to the representation of Indigenous peoples in the Little House series by Laura Ingalls Wilder. Recording such materials as representative in a diversity audit validates the negative portrayal.

It is essential that while performing an audit, care is taken to understand what materials in the collection are harmful to cultivating anti-racist collections. A book like Little House is likely to be found in most library collections. As a classic series, it often represents childhood to many adult readers today. The series is not alone in its place in the so-called canon that seems to elevate it to a place beyond reproach despite needing thoughtful review. Philip Nel notes in Was the Cat in the Hat Black? that it can be especially difficult to objectively address racism and harmful stereotypes with children’s materials, particularly in the way children’s books often evoke fond memories that gloss over negatives: “racial stereotypes safely hide in children’s literature and culture because nostalgia can mystify ideology.”3

In recognizing their own role in perpetuating racist nostalgia, Dr. Seuss Enterprises announced on March 2, 2021, that it would cease publication and licensing of six titles. Their statement expressed that their mission is in “supporting all children and families with messages of hope, inspiration, inclusion, and friendship” and that the books no longer being published “portray people in ways that are hurtful and wrong.”4 This is one step, with mixed public reaction, towards progress. They as a corporation are responsible for the legacy of a beloved, though problematic, author and are working to elevate the positives of his collection in childhood literacy while acknowledging some of his errors.

Another concern regarding audits is that they are likely to be conducted by white women, as white women make up the bulk of the librarian profession. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019 data, 79.9 percent of librarians are women, and in total, 87.8 percent of the profession is white.5 It is through that lens that white librarians must view representation as we approach audits. It is not the responsibility of our Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) colleagues to educate us, just as it is not the responsibility of our colleagues who are different from us in any other way (sexuality, gender expression, ability, etc.). It is the responsibility of anyone requiring a window to learn about a culture or specific identity and to seek out as many windows as possible.6 This is vital to a profession focused on serving communities, with the opportunity to shape minds through library materials and services. Assessing someone else’s mirror must be done by someone compassionate enough to have first looked through the window and returned to those windows over and over again.

Only after broadening the lens through which we view the world—both the greater planet and the little worlds contained in the stories we read—can we move forward with any hope of success in conducting an audit of this kind. I have detailed several ways of conducting diversity audits in a library setting, beginning with the broad suggestions made by Karen Jensen in Chapter 2 (and elaborated on in Chapter 8). The methods suggested in Chapter 2 provide a backdrop for how auditing a collection can be done at both a micro and macro level depending on staff availability and other limitations. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 further detail how audits have been adapted to specific scenarios in U.S. libraries of different sizes, varying staff participation, and in dramatically different communities.

The first hurdle to adapting such a process is likely to be organizational investment, or simply put, buy-in. While an audit of one kind or another can be completed with the efforts of a single individual, and they certainly have been in some of the stories collected here, it is not easy. The investment and support of others, the entire organization, is instrumental to the completion of the work. By taking the essential steps of incorporating EDI values into organizational structure, EDI becomes a cultural ethos and not a forgettable task. In libraries, these core values are a recognition that the diverse communities we serve both locally and globally are the example we should follow.

AUTOMATING AUDITS

Incorporating some level of automation to the process adds greater accessibility to audits, as well as bringing continuity to data sets from library to library. Diverse BookFinder (DBF) is one such organization bringing automation to the diversity audit process. Envisioned in 2010 by Krista Maywalt Aronson, PhD; author Anne Sibley O’Brien; and Brenna Callahan, DBF is housed at Bates College in Lewiston, Maine. Their goal was to develop a database of racially diverse picture books published since 2002. Grant money was made available in 2015 to build a circulating collection. The team initially reached out to the CCBC to share information. They were able to access what was then the CCBC’s list of titles. DBF took that list and “had to further develop and deepen approaches to the discovery of titles featuring BIPOC characters.”7 Aronson went on to add that this discovery of titles would prove to be the ongoing challenge of maintaining the database. “If you had told me how difficult it would be to simply discover picture books featuring BIPOC characters when I started this work, I would not have believed you. Our collection development specialists spend at least 10 hours each week on book discovery, scouring over 200 publisher catalogs for picture books featuring BIPOC characters, and conducting direct publisher outreach.”8

The team has grown in the decade since its founding, and DBF is now home to a circulating library surpassing 4,000 picture books, and it is still growing with the publication of more appropriate books. Each of these books encounters racial or cultural diversity and celebrates BIPOC characters and creators. Since creating their internal catalog, they have opened up the research to others through the development of their Collection Analysis Tool (CAT). This tool has been made freely available to others and is used by having librarians upload a list of their picture book International Standard Book Number (ISBN) from their integrated library system (ILS). The CAT then compares the external list to the DBF database and provides a report not only on racial/cultural representation of the collection but also on culturally based concepts such as immigration.

DBF focuses on collecting materials featuring humans as characters. While there may be merits to picture books that feature nonhuman characters such as a bear protagonist, using human characters provides a more accessible one-to-one comparison for children. In this they can truly see themselves. An infographic from Dr. Sarah Park Dahlen and illustrator David Huyck using the CCBC’s 2018 data on picture book protagonists starkly displays the cultural disparity in children’s literature. For the sake of the graphic, numbers are rounded but still jarring. It depicts children surrounded by a proportional number of mirrors representing the books that best reflect their race and ethnicity. A white child is surrounded by the largest number of mirrors (again, referring to the importance of Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop’s work), enjoying their spotlight. A bear is what follows, surrounded by the second largest mirror in the graphic, accounting for 27 percent of picture books that featured an animal or other nonhuman character.9 The remaining 23 percent is shared by African/African American, Asian Pacific Islander/Asian Pacific American, Latino, and American Indians/First Nations characters in increasingly smaller mirrors.

While a good or engaging story can easily be developed with nonhuman characters, they do not necessarily provide the same story for every reader. For a white child, they have the option to read hundreds, if not thousands, of books where they can see themselves reflected in addition to books with nonhuman characters. They already have regular access to their own mirrors. A BIPOC child does not have the same experience because the overwhelming majority of published works do not feature, let alone include, them. They do not provide a mirror; they are libraries of windows in which they almost entirely see someone else’s world.

DBF records information across these racial and ethnic categories: Asian/Pacific Islander/Asian American, Bi/Multiracial, Black/African/African American, First/Native Nations/American Indian/Indigenous, Latino/ Hispanic/Latin American, Middle Eastern/North African/Arab, and Race Unclear. They also catalog the way that representation is depicted. For example, of the 295 picture books at DBF (at the time of this writing) with First/Native Nations/American Indian/Indigenous voices, they have determined that 17 percent of these stories do not have these racial or cultural elements as central to the story, while 59 percent of the books do have these elements instrumental to the plot. Aronson and her team track as many representations of marginalized race or ethnic identities as possible, including negative or stereotypical portrayals. Recording picture books featuring any portrayal of a marginalized identity gives a complete look at how people are depicted and where (and often revealing where they are not). They stress that their catalog is not meant to be a recommended reading list as they develop a growing catalog of materials. But by specifically recording how a character with a marginalized identity is portrayed, they maintain a catalog of books where characters of certain identities are negatively or stereotypically portrayed or pushed to the background.

Many of the stories DBF has tracked with regard to First/Native Nations/American Indian/Indigenous voices are tracked in their “Beautiful Life” category. This category denotes characterizations that are about a specific tribal or cultural practice. Celebrations, food, and language count among those. The staff at DBF further define their interpretation of such stories: “Stories that actively counter the continuing invisibility and erasure of Indigenous cultural productions, practices, and peoples—both historically and today—are hugely important.” They also acknowledge that “an emphasis on these kinds of stories risks ignoring other equally important dimensions of Indigenous peoples’ lived experiences. An abundance of these stories may also reinforce the racist stereotype of ‘the native’ as somehow trapped by culture or tradition and incapable of living a ‘modern life.’”10

They also track information on how these stories feature relationships between main characters who might have cultural differences as a part of a cast of characters in which diverse representation might be viewed but the diverse characters are not named protagonists. On this, Aronson said:

Our collection includes the good, the bad, and the ugly. We make every effort to be clear about the fact that our collection is not one of recommended books. Recognizing the importance of offering additional guidance around book quality, we hope to be able to provide more resources for users about book quality in the coming years pending funding. Overall, we make no prescriptions about what a collection of books should look like. Instead, we encourage users to reflect on whether their collections are balanced and reflect the full humanity of a people, rather than a single story.11

The DBF team and their database have helped to automate the process of diversity audits in one area of a library’s collection. It is important to understand that “diverse” for the sake of this database is limited to racial and cultural identities. The process of utilizing the CAT is a simple process, especially considering the time-consuming efforts involved in a manual diversity audit. After creating an account pending approval from the organization, library staff pull a report of children’s picture books from the ILS. The only pieces of information necessary are titles and accompanying ISBNs. The data is uploaded into the CAT, and a report is quickly assembled and delivered via email. The CAT seeks out unique title and ISBN combinations and removes any duplicates; the final report is then based on title records, not item records. This is an important resource in the move to automate auditing for the construction of more representational collections.

Follett School Solutions, a familiar major player in the school library and classroom community, developed Destiny Library Manager, which functions as a management tool for K–12 school libraries nationwide. This resource is not limited to a traditional catalog, though. It also acts as a learning platform for students to access digital resources such as ebooks and e-audio books, as well as research databases through Destiny Discover. Follett has expanded its products and services to schools by developing new and exciting tools that help librarians and teachers develop more informed collections. Souzanne Shahla, vice-president of K–12 content strategy and products, and Kathleen Paur, vice-president of content sales, shared more information on Follett’s tools to support schools and their librarians.

One way Follett assists schools in evaluating and developing print and digital collections is through the TitleWise Collection Analysis. This tool for analysis was developed in 2003 to provide schools with more information about their existing collections. School librarians can upload their MARC records and receive a report identifying details about the makeup of their collection. The tool can break Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) information down to the 100s level and into the 10s level while simultaneously highlighting the average copyright of each of those specific areas. The Follett team I spoke with provided an example of how this is useful: a science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) high school librarian would be able to pull information on the library holdings specifically within the sciences. If they discover that the average age of that collection is nearly 50 years old, then this is an area that needs updating. It can also provide information as to whether an item is fiction or nonfiction and sort items by reading level.

Follett also launched the Titlewave Diversity Analysis tool in 2020. This product provides a deeper view of EDI within a collection. School librarians can specifically choose to gather information on all or any of the 39 available areas of EDI and can receive that analysis using the same previously uploaded MARC report. The team I spoke with stressed that this is not a tool for auditing; it does not provide the same time-consuming depth of information provided by a librarian performing an audit by hand. It does, however, help schools and librarians identify gaps and problems in their existing collection. While this tool applies to existing collections, school librarians can also develop lists of anticipated purchases and assess the representation of those prior to ordering to maximize the impact of their purchases. It is important to note that school and district leaders determine the parameters for their collection based on their unique needs; Follett does not prescribe the parameters.

Another major company looking to incorporate diversity analysis into their services is Ingram Content Group, one of the major book distributors. They have several related products and services related to diverse representation in library collections that have been recently launched or are forthcoming. This is all part of their iCurate line of services, which includes iCurate inClusive, “a one-time diversity audit comparing your English regular print collection to the average public library to measure, track, and improve the diversity of your collection.”12 There is a cost involved with this service that will require libraries to contact their Ingram representative.

CONCLUSION

There is irrefutably a problem with the book industry, one that can only be resolved with collective investment. Libraries and the field of librarianship stand to be a revolutionary part of the solution but can only do so with an honest assessment of where we stand today. With a predominantly white profession, it is essential that we do our part to cultivate equitably representative collections that do not limit themselves to the identity of our communities, but do what they can to accurately reflect the wider world. Data from Lee & Low Books for 2018 picture book releases shows that 50 percent of all picture books released that year featured white protagonists.13 The next largest group represented includes no human characters; more predominant than any race or ethnic group in the books most readily accessed by young, impressionable children are teddy bears, animals, or inanimate objects.

Accounting for 27 percent of picture books, animals and objects carry a significant portion of children’s publishing in this way. This is exacerbated by long-running series of popular titles. However enjoyable the tales of Curious George might be, he is a young chimpanzee and not a child (or a monkey). However enjoyable pages and pages of the adventures of Clifford the Big Red Dog might be, he, too, is not a child for which a human child might be reflected. These long-running series and others like it shift the volume of picture books in our library collections and increase the number of picture books featuring nonhuman characters. Their popularity is understandable; they are enjoyed by many. However, in one commonality beyond sales, they both feature human side characters who are white. Not even in these long-standing series that span decades have we come across a nonwhite supporting character of note. While Mary Elizabeth’s charming curiosity and genuine affection for Clifford may be universal for children of all races and ethnicities, the Man in the Yellow Hat’s penchant for poaching is not.

We are left with the bitter reality that despite more than 100 years of a growing children’s book industry in the United States, little has changed. In information from the National Center for Education Statistics, data shows the race and ethnic transition of school-age children (5–17 years old) from 2000 to 2017. While white children accounted for 62 percent of students across the country in 2000, that number has dropped to 51 percent.14 Meanwhile, individual race and ethnic groups have increased in that same time span in all cases except for Black children (dropping from 15 to 14 percent). The percentage of students of those various race and ethnic identities has increased, as has the collective percentage of nonwhite students. Accounting for 49 percent of all students, nonwhite students are left to be represented in only 23 percent of picture books published in a year.

More current projected numbers from the Census Bureau illustrate an even greater specific shift in the nation’s race and ethnic population. Projections for 2020 bring the non-Hispanic white (formerly referred to as white alone) population for young people ages 0 to 17 to 49.79 percent of the American population.15 By 2050, the census projects that the non-Hispanic white youth population will dip below 40 percent (39.41 percent), while the intervening decades show growth in other race and ethnic groups. For example, the Hispanic or Latino populations are anticipated to make a shift from 25.53 percent in 2020 to 30.84 percent by 2050, and those of two or more races will grow from 5.80 percent to 9.83 percent.16 The question remains whether the publishing industry will continue the positive trend of diversifying their titles and authorship to acquire and release more books featuring nonwhite characters. Similarly, will the representation of queer characters and authors, disabled, socioeconomically diverse, or of various religious traditions increase over the next few decades? Will that increase be enough to shift literary representation to an equitable place?

Despite a projected increase in diversity, and therefore the need for greater representation, it would be wrong to assume that the need has not always existed. Indigenous populations in North America long predate modern publishing and certainly white America’s control of it—the publishing industry or the country itself. Yet only once has an Indigenous creator won a major American Library Association (ALA) award: Michaela Goade’s 2021 Caldecott Medal.17 This follows the only other honor for an Indigenous creator, with Velino Herrera’s 1942 Caldecott Honor. This is just one example, albeit extreme, of the ongoing disparity between the representation of the reader and rewarding the excellence of comparable creators.

This disparity is not new to today’s population, just as it was not new when Walter Dean Myers wrote his 2014 piece for The New York Times asking “Where Are the People of Color in Children’s Books?”18 It was not new when Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop wrote her article on “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors” in 1990.19 Nor was it new when Nancy Larrick conducted her study on “The All-White World of Children’s Books” in 1965.20

The need to share more than one type of story has always existed, and as libraries in an increasingly diverse world, it is our responsibility to carry those stories on our shelves, promote them, and see them live on in the next generation of readers. Cultivating collections in which our readers can see themselves and worlds beyond is our mission; every reader has a book and there is a book for every reader.21 A diversity audit is one effective method of measuring this equity and any progress that is made. There are, of course, challenges and limits to conducting such audits in collections, though the potential merits far outweigh the burden.

It does require honest conversations and expectations of what information will be gathered to understand the intended outcomes of such labor. There is great opportunity to assess a small collection, as well as to utilize less intimidating methods of analysis such as the reverse audit detailed in Chapter 2. Audits are adaptable. To support future success in this process, a list of additional resources is included in Appendix A. Audits can also be as detailed as desired to encompass the concerns of a specific library community, but all audits must begin with an honest reflection of anticipated outcomes—what you hope to discover through the process.

But most of all, there is no value to conducting any of this work if the information gained from it is not implemented. More than likely, an audit will reveal significant gaps in a collection, but what is gained by confirming this with absolute data and then doing nothing? Librarians are information professionals in an increasingly information-hungry world, but like currency, data has greater value when used. Applying that to collection development, we can mold libraries to be reflective of our communities so that all peoples are represented.

It will take the collective efforts of the entire book industry to reckon with a past shaped by inequality and the forces of systemic racism, patriarchy, and a homogenous leadership. Libraries, as a significant part of the book industry and the point at which many gain access to books, can have as much influence to reshape the publishing industry as we do when handing a child a book in which they see themselves for the first time. The only way to progress toward a literary community reflecting a readership of diverse identities and lived experiences is to actively do something about existing inequalities. It begins with knowing where those inequalities are, and that begins with us.

NOTES

1.    Jenna Friebel, “The Benefits & Limits of Diversity Audits,” January 7, 2019, http://readingwhilewhite.blogspot.com/2019/01/the-benefits-limits-of-diversity-audits.html#:~:text=Diversity%20audits!,BIPOC%20and%20White%20creators%2F%20characters.

2.    Madeline Tyner, “The CCBC’s Diversity Statistics: New Categories, New Data,” The Horn Book Magazine, 2021, p. 49.

3.    Philip Nel, Was the Cat in the Hat Black? The Hidden Racism of Children’s Literature, and the Need for Diverse Books (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017): p. 22.

4.    “Statement from Dr. Seuss Enterprises,” March 2, 2021, https://www.seussville.com/statement-from-dr-seuss-enterprises/.

5.    “Librarians and Library Media Specialists: Occupational Outlook Handbook,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, December 4, 2020, https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/librarians.htm.

6.    Rudine Sims Bishop, “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors,” Perspectives: Choosing and Using Books for the Classroom 6, no. 3 (1990), pp. ix–xi.

7.    Krista Aronson, email message to author, February 20, 2021.

8.    Ibid.

9.    SLJ Staff, “An Updated Look at Diversity in Children,” School Library Journal, June 19, 2019, https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=an-updated-look-at-diversity-in-childrens-books.

10.    “First/Native Nations/American Indian/Indigenous Collection Breakdown,” Diverse BookFinder, September 17, 2019, https://diversebookfinder.org/firstnative-nationsamerican-indianindigenous-collection-breakdown/.

11.    Krista Aronson, email message to author, February 20, 2021.

12.    Ingram Content Group, “Curation Tools & Services to Fit Your Needs,” April 10, 2022, https://www.ingramcontent.com/libraries/collection-development/icurate#inclusive.

13.    Lee & Low Books, “Where Is the Diversity in Publishing? The 2019 Diversity Baseline Survey Results,” January 28, 2020, https://blog.leeandlow.com/2020/01/28/2019diversitybaselinesurvey/.

14.    “Indicator 1: Population Distribution,” February 2019, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_RAA.asp.

15.    U.S. Census Bureau, “2017 National Population Projections Tables: Main Series,” February 20, 2020, https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/demo/popproj/2017-summary-tables.html.

16.    Ibid.

17.    Hillel Italie, “Goade Becomes First Native American to Win Caldecott Medal,” The Seattle Times, January 25, 2021, https://www.seattletimes.com/entertainment/goade-becomes-first-native-american-to-win-caldecott-medal/.

18.    Walter Dean Myers, “Where Are the People of Color in Children’s Books?,” The New York Times, March 15, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/16/opinion/sunday/where-are-the-people-of-color-in-childrens-books.html.

19.    Rudine Sims Bishop, “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors,” Perspectives: Choosing and Using Books for the Classroom 6, no. 3 (1990).

20.    Nancy Larrick, “The All-White World of Children’s Books,” The Saturday Review, September 11, 1965, pp. 63–65, 84–85.

21.    Emily Rimland, “Ranganathan’s Relevant Rules,” Reference & User Services Quarterly 46, no. 4 (January 2007): pp. 24–26, https://doi.org/10.5860/rusq.46n4.24.



8

An Interview with Karen Jensen

Karen Jensen is a veteran teen services librarian with more than 25 years of experience. Her career has led her to the development of Teen Librarian Toolbox, an online resource for young adult and teen library services that has been made available through School Library Journal. Her leadership in the development of diversity audits with collections has made her a frequent presenter and author on the subject. Some of her writing has been featured in this book and served as inspiration for my research. Jensen agreed to be interviewed for this book; following is the conversation that ensued, edited for clarity.

I just wanted to thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. I appreciate it.

KJ: No problem! I’m happy to do so.

Through my research and my conversations with other libraries, there is very little public information out there on diversity audits in library collections prior to 2018, maybe a few pieces in 2017. You said that you started your work, seemingly alone, in 2015. What inspired your work, and what did your first audit experience look like?

KJ: I had a very large and active group of LGBT teens who came to the library every day and we would talk. They would tell me that I wasn’t buying enough LGBT books and I promised them that I was buying all of them, any one I could. I thought I had enough. Then I thought to myself “but how do I know that?” I feel like I’m doing that, but I would catch myself putting in orders and then thinking that I didn’t need to buy that one because what if I’m buying too many? There really wasn’t a way for me to know, so I decided that I would just sit down and count. Figure out what percentage of my collection is LGBTQ so that the next time the teens came in I could show them actual data. My first very basic attempt was to pull up a chair and go through the collection and make a check for every book I knew was LGBTQ, and I tallied those up and was able to determine what percentage of the collection was LGBTQ. As I was doing the process, I took a picture and tweeted it. Kathy Ishizuko from Library Journal commented, “Oh! You’re doing a library diversity audit!” And that sounded right. I started researching what that was and how to do it, and there really was almost no information out there. I found one Montessori classroom article on how to do an audit on toys, an audit to see if any of them are sensory friendly. It seemed like the same concept could apply. I may have found one other article about it, so I took the information and tried to tinker around with it and see if I could create a process that could work. I learned that Polaris allows you to run a shelf list that you could import into Excel, so I was able to create columns and counts and look at diversity in a lot of different ways in my collection.

So it started with LGBTQ YA materials in that very first audit. At what point did you start adding in other areas of diversity and what were they?

KJ: Actually the very first time I did it, I was searching for LGBTQ but I thought that I should also do it for people of color. I was looking at the main character then, and for the second audit, I looked for #ownvoices as well, so I was looking at the main character and the author as well. There are so many books by white men that feature white men, so I also looked at male/female main characters [in addition to tracking LGBTQ]. Over time, I expanded it more. I didn’t want to just look at main characters of color or authors of color. I wanted to be more specific—looking at Black main characters and Black authors, Latino, Asian American, Indigenous, and expand on that even more.

How has the auditing experience changed over five years?

KJ: I’m at a new library now [than where her work first started] and it’s a multisystem library with a way bigger collection. So with this new position I’m in, we’re just now starting to talk about diversity audits for our collections as a whole. One of the other things I’ve started doing is a mini-audit of each of my orders like what you referenced—doing intentional work—so that every time I put in an order, I’m making sure that I’m being intentional with what I order. Another thing is that last year at the library I currently work at, we did EDI RA training [equity, diversity, and inclusion readers’ advisory] and with that, every two months we shared literature. We did African American literature and then Asian American literature, Native American, disability representation, etc. We studied what good representation looks like and harmful stereotypes or tropes to avoid. And then we talked about titles that we knew were considered problematic or challenged that we maybe want to avoid and booktalked specific titles that we knew were good and endorsed and gave them a list of #ownvoices authors in each of those categories. We took all of that information, all of those #ownvoices authors, and we created an #ownvoices database for ourselves, which will help us when we start doing our own diversity audit because we will have already done a lot of that research. The first time I had to look everything up, and now we have a good chunk of data that will help us to get started.

So, do diversity audits help to support a readers’ advisory or does the readers’ advisory help to support diversity audits?

KJ: I feel like it does both. The first system that I was at when I did the first diversity audit.… It really helped me to better know the collection and to be able to perform readers advisory with the patrons, and when faced with the challenge, to have that concrete data. The other thing that I think is really important about diversity audits is that for us, the people who do collection development in whatever capacity, to have those sort of benchmarks. It gives you an idea as to what you are doing and what you need to be doing better. It gives you that opportunity to be more intentional and go back and do it again to see if you are doing better. It’s really about having data to hold ourselves accountable to do what we say we are doing, what we think we are doing in terms of developing comprehensive, diverse collections. The first time I did mine, I had thought for sure that I had been purchasing tons of LGBTQ books for my teens and I was astounded to discover that it was only like 3.6 percent. I started ordering a lot more and doing that research to fill that hole and it only went up to 6.5 percent. I think that one of the things that it does is show that no matter how good we think we are doing, it’s never as good as we think.

What sort of benchmarks do you recommend, particularly for those libraries who don’t serve a readily obviously diverse population?

KJ: I find this to be the hardest question to answer because everyone always wants a very specific number, which I get. I feel like there is no number because I guarantee no library is meeting whatever that number should be. I think what most libraries will find is that their numbers are really low and that they should be better. If someone wants a particular number, it’s probably a combination of finding your local community data, demographic data with the overall world data, and coming up with a realistic number. Obviously, it can’t be too specific. The library that I was working at [had a community that] was 97 percent white. We can’t have a collection that is 97 percent white even though the immediate community was. That doesn’t help kids in that area to be exposed to a wide variety of literature. I would hesitate to say to just do your local demographics because for a lot of places that’s not a very realistic goal.

And a lot of it depends on publishing to keep up.

KJ: Yes, that’s another stumbling block. When I give my presentation and that question comes up, look at the [Cooperative Children’s Book Center] CCBC numbers on what is being published. Right there we have our first stumbling block in terms of having diverse collections because that’s what we have to pull from. Then there is Reflection Press. They take that data [from the CCBC] and then census data and have determined that just to meet the census data, it would take something like 1,200 additional titles from authors of color just to be on par with what the census data is. For them, they say that, for example, if the U.S. population is 50 percent white then your collection should be no more than 50 percent white, and I get where they are coming from. Realistically that isn’t an achievable goal right now because that’s not where publishing is at. I find that when people ask that question I guarantee that no matter how diverse you think your collection is, you are not. You will find that when you do a diversity audit, percentages of your collection for African American representation, Asian American representation, LGBTQ representation, disability representation—that those numbers are incredibly low. That data is helpful to you because it gives you ideas for what areas you can focus on, that you can prioritize. I think the biggest takeaway will always be “I can do better.”

I would agree. Have there been any sort of milestones in diversity audits, libraries, or publishing as a whole that have had an effect on your work in this?

KJ: I’ve spoken multiple times on the topic and I have heard back from a lot of people who attended my presentations and said that they found it valuable. I did a presentation with another person [Annabelle Mortensen from the Skokie Public Library, Skokie, Illinois] for School Library Journal who had used my work to audit the books they used in story time, and I thought that one of the things that was interesting was that they approached it differently. Instead of printing a shelf list, they had the book in hand and used Google Forms, which they set up with a variety of questions, and that data could be put into a spreadsheet.

With such a large platform for at least awareness of audits, as well as with your own libraries, have you received any pushback or surprising reactions?

KJ: I feel like most of the time people are on board with the process and find the information helpful or interesting. A lot of times the conversation will inevitably come up with a book like, for example, Little House on the Prairie, because one of the things that I talk about in my work is that when you are looking for and counting representation, not all representation is good representation. If I’m auditing for Native representation, I’m not counting Little House on the Prairie because I have heard enough feedback from members of Native American communities that that representation is harmful representation. Then if it’s harmful representation then it doesn’t count as representation. What we want to count is good, meaningful, not harmful representation, and then what people will say is, “What do you do about those books then?” What I do is nothing. They stay on the shelf; I’ve never worked at a system where we would discard those books for harmful representation, but what I do with that information is that I don’t count those books. I look for books with uplifting, meaningful, positive Native representation instead. Preferably written by an #ownvoices author, and I can take that information and use it for displays, book lists, and any sort of promotion that I want to do. I’m not going to actively promote The Little House on the Prairie books in that way, especially to promote them with any sort of Native American representation. But the flip side to that is those books like that don’t really need our promotion. People are well aware that they exist; people come looking for them because they want them for a school assignment or a parent wants to read them with a kid. It’s those other books that often need our help with promotion because people don’t know about them.

My conversations with other libraries has often led to the same question: how do you audit nonfiction titles?

KJ: I think for me that one answer is that you can look at the authorship and audit who is primarily writing the nonfiction titles in your collection. Is it going to be a lot of heteronormative cis white men or is there a lot of diversity in who is writing those titles? Obviously, you can’t look at who the main character is, but I think that you can pull that information from authorship.

Absolutely. What about biographies? Obviously you can audit the subject, but so many are written by other people. Is there merit in auditing both, in your opinion?

KJ: I think that there can be because if you have a bunch of biographies about Langston Hughes and they are all written by white people that would be something to give you pause. But to your point, I think that you absolutely can audit your biography collection and that that is a really good collection to audit. To see how you are purchasing titles. I worked at a library once and they put up a huge wall display for Women’s History Month. I walked by and went straight to the assistant director and said that “everybody on that wall was white. Can we fix that?” It wasn’t in my department so I couldn’t directly do something about it, but the assistant director could. And then there was one Michelle Obama book. With 30 books on display and one Black woman for Women’s History Month? My response to that for our department was to then write a display policy in that when displays were created, an audit of it also had to be created so that that wouldn’t happen with my [young adult] YA books.

Was there anything that I didn’t ask that you were excited to talk about?

KJ: No, I think that you covered it. I think that the only thing that I would say is that I have learned over time that the springboard for ideas for a diversity audit is big. With Annabelle Mortensen I learned that it wasn’t just books that you could audit, it could be movies that you show so that you are showing diverse movies or in book discussion groups. Make sure that at the end of the year you check that you are having diverse discussion groups. Storytimes! And the books you use or any sort of book lists or readers’ advisory. Audit those lists before you make them public and share them. I think it’s also important to get into that mindset so that it is automatically something you do and whenever you are putting a list together it just becomes second nature. I don’t want to put something out publicly and have someone call us out on it. It should just be so much a part of our core ethics that you automatically do because we want to do the best for our patrons and our community.



Appendix A

Suggested Resources

AWARDS

Agatha Awards

Awarded to books that best celebrate traditional mystery in the example set by Agatha Christie

https://www.malicedomestic.org/agatha-awards.html

Alex Award

Awarded by the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) to the 10 books written for adult audiences that appeal to young adults

http://www.ala.org/yalsa/alex-awards

American Indian Youth Literature Award

Awarded by the American Indian Library Association for picture books, middle-grade books, and young adult books that best exemplify the true experience of American Indians

https://ailanet.org/activities/american-indian-youth-literature-award/

Book Shimmy Awards

Awarded by readers via Epic Reads for young adult literature and fanbase

https://www.epicreads.com/bookshimmyawards/

Caldecott Medal

Awarded by the Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC) to an illustrator for distinguished picture book art

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/caldecott

Coretta Scott King Award

Awarded by the Ethnic & Multicultural Information Exchange Roundtable of the American Library Association (ALA) to African American children’s and young adult authors/illustrators for works that celebrate African American culture

http://www.ala.org/rt/emiert/cskbookawards

Edgar Awards

Awarded by Mystery Writers of America in honor of books promoting the mystery and crime genres

http://www.theedgars.com/index.html

The Hugo Awards

Awarded by the World Science Fiction Society for excellence in the genres of science fiction and fantasy

http://www.thehugoawards.org/

Jane Addams Children’s Book Award

Awarded by the Jane Addams Peace Association to children’s books that celebrate critical thinking about equity, social justice, peace, and a global community

https://www.janeaddamschildrensbookaward.org/book-award/award-guidelines/

Mildred L. Batchelder Award

Awarded by the ALSC to an outstanding translated children’s book originally published in a non-English language

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/batchelder

National Book Awards

Awarded by the National Book Foundation in honor of outstanding contributions to the American literary landscape; includes the National Book Award for Translated Literature

https://www.nationalbook.org/national-book-awards/

National Jewish Book Award

Awarded by the Jewish Book Council for outstanding Jewish-interest books in the English language

https://www.jewishbookcouncil.org/awards/national-jewish-book-awards

Newbery Award

Awarded by the ALSC to the author of a children’s book that makes the most distinguished contribution to children’s literature in America

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/newbery

Printz Award

Awarded by YALSA for a distinguished contribution to young adult literature

http://www.ala.org/yalsa/printz-award

Pura Belpré Award

Awarded by the ALSC, YALSA, and REFORMA to a Latinx writer and illustrator whose work for children or young adults best celebrates the Latino experience

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/belpre

Stonewall Book Award

Awarded by the American Library Association Rainbow Round Table to adult fiction, adult nonfiction, and youth and young adult books that best celebrate the LGBTQIA+ experience

https://www.ala.org/rt/rrt/award/stonewall

William C. Morris Debut YA Award

Awarded by YALSA to an author debuting a book for the young adult audience

http://www.ala.org/yalsa/morris-award

PROFESSIONAL LIBRARY PERIODICALS

Booklist

BookPage

The Horn Book

Kirkus

Library Journal

Publisher’s Weekly

School Library Journal

ADDITIONAL INDUSTRY SOURCES

American Indians in Children’s Literature

Book Riot

The Brown Bookshelf

The Children’s Book Council Diversity Initiative

The Conscious Kid

Cooperative Children’s Book Center

Diverse BookFinder

Epic Reads

Goodreads

Hijabi Librarians

Latinxs in Kid Lit

Lee & Low Books

Multicultural Children’s Book Day

Reading While White

Social Justice Books

Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators

TorDotCom

Vamos a Leer



Appendix B

Public Libraries Interviewed for This Book





	
Library


	
City, State


	
Branches or Locations


	
Population Served







	
Cedar Rapids Public Library


	
Cedar Rapids, IA


	
2


	
133,562





	
Mid-Continent Public Library


	
Independence, MO


	
36


	
1,057,377





	
Downers Grove Public Library


	
Downers Grove, IL


	
1


	
49,057





	
Indianapolis Public Library


	
Indianapolis, IN


	
25


	
876,384





	
Clinton-Macomb Public Library


	
Clinton Township, MI


	
1


	
195,000





	
Capital Area District Libraries


	
Lansing, MI


	
14


	
118,210





	
Columbus Metropolitan Library


	
Columbus, OH


	
23


	
898,553





	
Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh


	
Pittsburgh, PA


	
19


	
300,286





	
BookOps (services New York Public Library and Brooklyn Public Library)


	
New York City, NY


	
90


	
8,336,817





	
Chapel Hill Public Library


	
Chapel Hill, NC


	
1


	
64,501





	
New Orleans Public Library


	
New Orleans, LA


	
15


	
390,144





	
Harris County Public Library


	
Harris County, TX


	
26


	
4,713,325





	
Tigard Public Library


	
Tigard, OR


	
1


	
55,500





	
Multnomah County Library


	
Multnomah County, OR


	
19


	
812,855





	
Appleton Public Library


	
Appleton, WI


	
1


	
74,098





	
Charlotte Mecklenburg Library


	
Charlotte, NC


	
21


	
885,708








Appendix C

A Summary of Audit Advice from Libraries in This Book

GETTING STARTED

•  Clearly define what areas of representation will be sought out during the audit, and make sure that everyone directly involved in the process understands what qualifies for inclusion in the audit (i.e., the protagonist, the author, both, general themes of the material).

•  Establish a concrete language and style for the audit for continuity when multiple people are involved.

•  Determine the scope of the audit, including what collections will be involved, how many items (whether an entire collection or percentage), and the methodology and tools necessary to complete the complex task.

•  Develop a questionnaire for staff and stakeholders knowledgeable about the collection to gather generalized impressions of the collection.

•  Recommend weeding collections through existing collection development policies prior to auditing to remove materials that are potentially damaged or low-circulating.

POSSIBLE TOOLS FOR AUTOMATION

Note this is not to be considered an endorsement of these specific services, but rather is presented as information to be aware of.

•  Spreadsheets with space to allow for tallying specific identities or areas of representation were frequently used.

•  Google Forms or other questionnaire-style platforms were recommended by multiple library professionals.

•  Diverse BookFinder, associated with Bates College, includes the Collection Analysis Tool that assesses picture book collections based on International Standard Book Number (ISBN).

•  Titlewave Diversity Analysis Tool, from Follett School Solutions, assess the equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) of school library collections across 39 areas of representation for customers.

•  Ingram inClusive, launched by Ingram in 2021, also assesses representation at the point of purchase.

SAMPLE METHODOLOGIES

•  Compare major award lists (some featured in Appendix A) and recommended readers’ advisory lists to the catalog.

•  Using predetermined terms, perform a keyword search in the catalog and record how many items (and which) are discovered under specific keywords.

•  Review current subject headings and compare to those used by peer libraries.

•  Perform a randomized shelf sampling of 10 percent (or some other amount) of the collection.

•  Audit all purchases made in a specific year.

•  Audit all materials in a specific shelf range or with authors within a certain range of names.

•  Non-English language collections were frequently excluded from general audits in order to be assessed independently and not create false impressions of collections.

•  Audit materials at time of order instead of at receiving or later to avoid any retro-cataloging and to insert intentional collection development at the beginning of the library book life cycle instead of in the middle or at the end.

•  Audit library-developed reading lists.

•  Audit recommendations for purchase.

•  Audit materials used in story times or other library-developed events.

•  Audit specific holiday-related collections for representation, particularly seeking out holidays outside the common Judeo-Christian calendar.

GENERAL ADVICE

•  Actually use the information you are collecting to inform the future of the collection.

•  Many libraries recorded information for duplicate books with the rationale that each of those individual books requires space.

•  Be specific with areas of identity, and it is recommended not to reduce identities; for example, there is nuance to the experiences of a Thai character versus a Thai American character (just as there are differences between two Thai American characters), and both present different experiences not fully captured by a generalized Asian category.

•  Consider who is not represented in the collection and seek out characters and identities less commonly represented such as queer identities other than gay or lesbian (but also including) or the body diversity of fat characters that are not focused on eating disorders or shame.

•  Use the catalog and subject headings to make these stories better accessible, which could include creating local subject headings or removing existing dehumanizing or offensive subject headings.

•  Along with removing offensive subject headings, many libraries did not include offensive stereotypes or racist tropes as part of their audit.
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