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Abstract

In the United States, a “melting pot,” so much of our inviting ambiance stems from the influences of Hispanic and Latin American culture. Although to some it is cherished, it is often misunderstood by many. Children’s literature possesses the capacity to educate and influence others of this cultura magnífica due to the simple, yet pleasurable experience it provides. According to the 2010 census, 12.5% of the United States population is of Hispanic or Latino descent. Thus, not only is it important for Hispanic or Latino children to be represented in children’s literature, however, it is also important for children from other cultures to read and understand the value of diversity. As I have perused through the likes of Latin American children’s literature, I have found that when ideologies and stereotypes are challenged, a genuine representation is presented. In turn, these representations not only create enriching experiences for all children but also personal triumphs for Latin American culture. Educators should not focus on checking off each represented race like a checklist, but rather choose literature that correctly represents all cultures and defies the majority of passive ideologies. 














Preliminary Research: A Queer Latinx’s Perspective

	Although I am evaluating the representation of Hispanic Culture, I myself am not of Latin American descent. I am a caucasian, cisgendered, heterosexual, who desires to advocate for a culture that I passionately appreciate. Despite my passion, it does not compensate for experiences; thus, I looked to YouTuber “perpetualpages,” who is of Hispanic descent and a member of the LGBTQ+ community. In their video, “Let's Talk: Being Hispanic & Latinx Books,” they detail the advantages and disadvantages of growing up as a Mexican American. 
 (...) it took me a long time to get here; a long time to feel any kind of
claim or ownership over my culture or my unique experience with my culture. And in fact, I've spent a majority of my lifetime either repressing, denying, or just outright ignoring my culture completely. Because being a third-generation Mexican American is tough. You're kind of on the outside looking in. You're raised with one foot in one culture and one foot in another and you're neither wholey here nor there all at once (perpetualpages 1). 
Hispanic American citizens in the United States are often pressured to “take sides” in regards to deciding which culture is truly their own. In the picture books that I have studied, those that represented Latinx and American cultures proved to be the most authentic of representations. “Perpetualpages” addresses their experience with representation in literature over the course of their life. It took them until they were 21 years old to realize that the majority of literature, pop culture, etc, that had accompassed their lives did not have an authentic Latin American cast. 
Growing up, I couldn't even recognize how deeply entrenched I was in the insurmountable overwhelming whiteness of publishing. Like I never
felt like anything was missing. I never even thought to look for Hispanic literature because I was so used to not seeing myself in books that I was perfectly content. Do you know what it feels like to accept your own inferiority? (...) it shouldn't take 21 years. I don't want young the Latinx people who come after me to have to wait that long to have to waste that much of their lives not loving themselves, or not seeing themselves reflected where it matters- because that's what it is-a waste. Lack of representation and lack of desire to seek out the representation we do have is a violence against the self (“perpetualpages” 3). 
In their video, they provided numerous examples of valuable input, however, to me this was the most powerful statement that they made. To be represented and to want to be represented, in turn, provides Latin American culture with an agency that is impeccable. 
	In regards to stereotypes, “perpetualpages” claims that they have been smothered by them for their entire life. The example that they use is the phrase, “What kind of Mexican…”
doesn't speak fluent Spanish? 
raised as a female has short hair?
is queer? 

likes to read or write?

goes to a four-year university?

likes to watch anime and listen to kpop?

doesn't eat beans? etc etc

And their favorite: 

I didn't know you were Mexican! It's just that you're so smart and you're so well-spoken I never would have guessed.
Passive ideologies and stereotypes are difficult for minority groups to escape from, however, “perpetualpages” makes a point to mention that the only way to combat them is to read authentic representations of culture in literature. 
There are as many different iterations of what it means to be Hispanic as there are Hispanic people on this planet (...) It's because of good literature that every time I'm faced with that assault of “what kind of Mexican” I can answer: this kind of Mexican (“perpetualpages” 6). 

Representation in Picture Books

Literature Quality: 

There’s a Coqui In My Shoe! By Marisa de Jesus Paolicelli (2007) is immensely didactic in nature. The characters in the picture book lay idle against the lessons that it is trying to enforce. Although it is valuable information about wildlife and conservation, it allows for misconceptions about children and Latin American culture. For instance, Armando, the child character in the story, lives in Puerto Rico and is unaware of coquís, a species of frog native to this region, at his age.
Armando rubbed his eyes back and forth since he couldn't believe that he was in the same room with a coquí (Paolicelli 4). 
This type of naiveté is exaggerated; there would not be a book about American culture where a child is unaware of what a frog is. Thus, not only could this be considered as a common misconception about childhood, but also children in Latin American culture. 
	Contrastingly, the concepts presented in All Around Us by Xelena Gonzalez are philosophical in nature, which is typically taboo for children's books. Adults that seek out didactic literature expect a lesson that benefits them in either their parenting or teaching; generally about sharing, school, etc, (such as the Berenstain Bears). However, this book centers around the relationships between life and death, and how they interact with each other through the shape of circles.
“Even our bodies return to the Earth,” he says and pats the ground with his big hands (...) But that’s only half the circle. That’s the part we cannot see.” 
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 In an excerpt at the end of the book, Gonzalez explains that the abstract ideas in the book were presented to her by her Mestizo heritage (Native American and Hispanic Mix). She goes on to explain how her father once told her that their culture believes that life is not linear (referring to a timeline) but instead it is circular. Thus, death is a comfortable and celebratory topic for Mestizos, but not generally children’s literature. At the very end of the excerpt, Gonzalez thanks the reader for reading, and for also “opening their minds to what was inside.” She didn’t specify the demographics of her audience; instead, she simply thanked whoever took the time to take in the abstract concepts that she proposed. Ultimately, Gonzalez trusted that children were intelligent enough to read this text, so much so, that they did not need to be blatantly revealed as the intended audience. Rather, the book is described as a work of art, available for any mind to open and question their own beliefs. All Around Us is immensely writerly in nature: meaning that the reader is required to take the information portrayed in the text and configure it on their own. Ultimately, this story is not about Latin American or Mestizo culture, that is simply one component, but instead, it about the grandiose suggestions about life and the “circles” that encompass it. 


Cultural Representations: 

In regards to passive ideologies, La Princesa and the Pea By Susan Middleton Elya (2017), abides by several. Although the story of The Princess and The Pea is not original to Middleton, she did not make an attempt to alter the roles of the characters. Much like the European Fairy Tale, the main character was still a girl, she still wore pink and exuberant dresses, and was still expected to be in a heterosexual relationship. With this in mind, Middleton-Elya is not of Latin American descent; instead, she was married into the culture. She may have some insight, however, she remains to have an outsider's perspective; which could be the primary reason why the representation of Hispanic culture in this story lacks authenticity. 	
It seems likely that writers who share the race or ethnicity of their characters are likely to be able to describe them more convincingly than those who do not (Nodelman and Reimer 173). 
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	“The prince and his bride had hijos galore, 
              One for each mattress, and then had no more” (Middleton).

Out of all of the examples of essentializing culture that I came across, this example was the most alarming. Not only is the Hispanic cast being suffocated by passive ideologies, however, the Middleton-Elya is insinuating that because they are of Mexican descent, they must have a unrealistic amount of children. While I can understand how Middleton might have intended this to be humorous, that does not prevent it from being a misrepresentation. Unfortunately, this type of children’s book remains to be amongst the more popular titles for parents and educators to choose for their children. As Nodelman and Reimer suggest, when children are read multicultural books that essentialize races, they are only exposed to one representation of that culture, and may expect that to be the only way to authentically be that race (171).
Furthermore, in Children’s Literature, the use of Spanish tends to be appropriated. It is often used jokingly or to fit a silly theme rather than representing a culture. Contrastingly, In My Tata’s Remedies By Roni Capin Rivera, Spanish text is displayed adjacent to the English text. Thus, allowing readers to comprehend that Spanish is a rich and structured language that is not solely meant to “take place” for English occasionally, but rather it is able to tell the same exact story. 
Similarly, Mango, Abuela, and Me by Meg Medina utilizes “Spanglish” in order to represent a common phenomenon for children growing up as multicultural: language barriers. The story details the complex struggles that a young child might experience while attempting to communicate with an older relative that does not speak the same language. In the story, Mia spends each and every day trying to teach her grandmother English, while simultaneously learning Spanish. As a gift, Mia gives her grandmother a Parrot named Mango, so that she may practice her English while she’s away at school. 
Abuela, Mango, and I practice new words every day. Mi espanol gets faster and Abuela and Mango learn the days of the week, all the months of the year (...) “How did he learn all that?” Papi asks when we show him all that Mango can do. Abuelas winks at me (...) “Practice,” she says (Medina 10).
The story ends with Mia speaking to her grandmother in Spanish, her grandmother responding in English, and Mango reciting back with a combination of what they both said. This representation might not resonate with everyone of hispanic descent, however, that is why it is important for there to be as many representations as possible. “There are as many different iterations of what it means to be Hispanic as there are Hispanic people on this planet” (“perpetualpages” 6). All Around Us, My Tata’s Remedies, and Mango, Abuela, and Me all represent Latin American culture authentically, however, they also withstand the tests of Nodelman and Reimer’s narration of pleasurable children’s literature as a whole. 

Representation in Poetry 

En mi barrio                                                                           
La musica 
De la vida 
Se puede oír 

saliendo 
de murales 
a todo color 

In My Barrio

you can hear 
the music 
of life 

coming out 
of murals 
in full color
(by Francisco X. Alarcon)

	In both translations, the word “Barrio” remains the same. A “Barrio” is a neighborhood that is almost exclusively Spanish speaking, and almost always impoverished. The fact that there is not an English translation provides agency and ownership for the Hispanic community, however, it also enhances the imagery of their seclusion in this ghetto. Although those who are more fortunate might view poverty in a negative light, this offers them the idea that true happiness resides in having pride in who you are. A similar concept is described in The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros: a bildungsroman about adolescence in a Barrio in San Francisco. Despite this novel being classified as young adult, It intrigues me to see a similar representation of this one section of hispanic culture repeated amongst varying genres and styles of literature. 

Solutions For Educators

It is crucial for educators to incorporate diversity in the classroom; however, when choosing literature for children, the books must be intellectually compelling and pleasurable first and foremost. If teachers were to simply draw from a hat which picture book to read in order to check off each and every race, it may mislead children in allowing them to believe that essentialized culture is normal. Instead, educators should gain knowledge on mass amounts of books that represent various different races, so that when they present to the class, they are providing them with quality content that accurately represents the culture. 
Ultimately, it should not be unusual to read a story with a Latin American cast, and it should not be read any differently than any other picture book. The educator should be reading the book because it a substantial product of children’s literature, and in that way only will the culture be authentically represented. Children will be able to absorb the differences in culture; they do not need it to be hyperbolized, or essentialized in order to understand. They possess enough intellect and curiosity to be able to come to that conclusion on their own. Therefore, so long as they are being introduced to quality children’s literature, educators should trust their students to accumulate for themselves the relevance of diversity. 
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