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International Youth Literature Research Report for 2024
Narges Zandi, Kathy Short, and E. Sybil Durand

This first annual report on international youth literature establishes an initial baseline of data to
which comparisons can be made in future years. This year identified data that are both
encouraging and concerning, but more importantly revealed the complexities of data related to
international literature for young people. The 2024 data set includes the locations of authors and
illustrators, the geographical locations where the books are set, and the identities of main
characters.

The 455 international books analyzed for this report consisted of titles submitted to USBBY for
consideration for the 2025 OIB award and books received by Worlds of Words Center that were
published in 2024. To be considered, the books had to be originally published outside of the U.S.
and then published and/or distributed in the U.S. during 2024. No self-published books were
included. The books range from preschool through grade 12, so span the entire age range from
young children to young adults.

We collaboratively developed codes to identify trends in international youth literature published
or distributed in the U.S. in 2024. Rachel, who served on USBBY’s Outstanding International
Books (OIB) committee from 2023-2025 and as chair in 2025, completed initial data analysis of
the books received for the award. Narges, Kathy, and Sybil completed an in-depth analysis of the
OIB books along with additional books identified as international literature published in 2024
(see “Our Analysis Process” below for additional information).

In this article, we share the charts, maps, and graphs that reflect the data analysis and then
discuss the coding issues and complexities we encountered in the analysis.

Broad Characteristics of International Youth Literature in 2024

We first examined broad characteristics in the data set to determine what age groups were
represented and what formats and genres were popular in international children’s and young
adult books. Figure 1 illustrates the grade level distributions of the books, indicating that the
majority of international books brought to publication in the U.S. are for PreK-Grade 2. The
number of books consistently declines from Grades 3-5 to 6-8 and then 9-12.
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Figure 1. Grade Level Distribution

Figure 2 reflects the format distribution (e.g. picture book, graphic novel, etc.), which closely
connects to grade level distribution. Not surprisingly, given the grade level distribution, the most
frequent book format by far is that of picturebooks, followed by chapter books and graphic
novels. The formats reflect the significance of visual images for today’s readers in that the
majority of categories are multimodal formats that make significant use of visual images in
creating meaning.
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Figure 2. Book Format Distribution

Figure 3 documents the genre distribution across international books published in the U.S. ,
reflecting data also evident in the larger body of youth literature published in the U.S. (Short,
2018). Fantasy and realistic fiction were the dominant genres in 2024, with all other genres
falling far behind. If informational books, biographies, memoirs, and concept books are
combined, the rise in nonfiction publications is evident.
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Figure 3. Genre Distribution

Picturebooks for young children clearly dominated the international books available in the U.S in
2024. We wondered why publishers consider young children to be their primary audience as
evident in both grade level distributions and book formats. The data might reflect publishers’
analyses of their primary market and audience, including their beliefs about which books are
most likely to cross global borders to reach a U.S. audience. Our findings might indicate that the
audience for picturebooks includes children and the teachers and librarians who have the most
influence on them as readers because they integrate literature into their classrooms or offer story
hours. These data might also suggest that the books most easily translated or adapted for a U.S.
audience are picturebooks rather than novels of greater length. Another possible reason could be
that the strongest books available internationally are picturebooks, rather than novels. We look
forward to continuing to document data on grade level, format, and genre in the future to identify
shifts in trends.
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Translated Books and English-Language Books

When we began this analysis, we were curious about the data related to translated books.
Adapting an English-language book for a U.S. audience is much easier than hiring someone to
do an initial review/ analysis of a book to consider for translation and then hiring a translator to
create a version in English that retains the original culture but is also accessible to U.S.
audiences. Translated books can struggle with finding the right audience, and children often need
support by educators to make sense of the book (Lathey, 2006). We were not surprised to find
that 66.7% (301 books) were originally published in English in another country, while 33.3%
(154 books) were translated (see Figure 4).

Translated

English language

Figure 4. Translated and English Language Distributions

We also examined the original language of publication across the books. While English was
clearly the predominant language, the original languages in translated books indicated the
dominance of Western European languages, such as French, Spanish, and German. Asian
languages, such as Japanese and Korean, were a few of the languages more frequently translated
that were not European in origin (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Original Language Distribution

Themes Explored in International Books

We were curious about the themes explored in the books publishers bring to the U.S., realizing
these themes reflect broader assumptions about U.S. readers and audiences. We found a range of
themes, which we grouped into categories with rules for inclusion in order to code books
reliably. We recognized that books have multiple themes but, for this analysis, selected one
overarching theme for each book. The following themes were included in the analysis:

e Adventures and quests (e.g. time travel, magic, supernatural, quests based in cultural
mythology)

e Mysteries and thrillers (including horror and crime)

e Health and well-being (e.g. mental health, loss and grief, emotions, feelings, inner peace,
disability, sports, athleticism)

e Nature, animals, and environment (e.g. plants, animals, climate change, seasons,
astronomy, earth sciences, conservation, restoration, life cycle, place, and time)

e Overcoming adversity (e.g. characters facing social issues or discrimination, or stories
that feature social commentary, activism, resistance, peace, war, refugees, and historical
activists)

e Relationships (e.g. stories about family, friends, community, romance, or characters
facing abuse or bullying)
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e Identity and self-awareness (e.g. stories about navigating identities related to race,
gender, sexuality, age/growing up, self-awareness, self-esteem, self-confidence, hope,
bravery)

e Holidays, festivals, and celebrations (including birthdays and religious and sacred
celebrations)

e Concepts and facts (nonfiction texts exploring topics such as numbers, sounds,
vocabularies, languages, technologies, anatomy)

e Imagination and creativity (e.g. how to write, imagination, storytelling, art/artists, drama,
discovery)

We created a graph that combines grade level and theme distributions to determine what themes
were most dominant across grade levels (see Figure 6). Overall, the most frequent themes were
relationships, nature/animals/environment, identity and self-awareness, and health and well-
being. Most interesting was the difference in themes by grade level. The books for young
children fit within these four themes, especially health, well-being, and relationships, but themes
diverged in books for Grades 3-5 readers, with health and well-being dropping out.

Grades 6-8 and 9-12 followed a different pattern. Overcoming adversity was a significant theme
in both categories, implying that older readers might be better able to grasp or connect with
difficult social issues, conflict, and activism. Mysteries and thrillers were also dominant in
Grades 6-8, while identity and relationships were a focus in Grades 9-12, reflecting the peer and
romantic relationships and struggles with identity that often characterize the lives of adolescents.
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Figure 6. Theme and Grade Level Distributions
Geographic Settings

One of our questions was whether international youth literature published or distributed in the
U.S. reflects the world or only a portion of the world. Coding this category was challenging,
especially for picturebooks. Novels usually clearly identified the geographic setting for a book,
but picturebooks often had unstated locations. We developed a rule to code for implied settings.
For example, if the setting of a picture book was unspecified in the writing, we relied on the
illustrations combined with the author and illustrator's locations to determine whether the story’s
setting was implied to be the same as the creator’s location.

The following world map (Figure 7) includes both implied and stated settings and illustrates a
troubling finding. The dominant colors on this map are white, indicating that there were no

books set in that country, and green, with 1-5 stories in that setting, revealing that the majority of
1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026



ries: Volum , Issu
\/]YO rI d S &H) WOW Stories: Volume XH;;ISSZ Oe2 é
of WORDS N

the world was not represented in international youth literature published in the U.S in 2024.
Stories set in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa and the Middle East, and
Southeast Asia, were either absent or significantly underrepresented. The majority of the books
were set in Canada (110-115 range) along with the UK (76-80 range), which corresponds to our
data on author and illustrator locations. The second largest group of settings, with a large drop in
numbers were Spain (11-15 range) and France (21-25 range), followed by Sweden, Italy, India,
Japan, and Australia (6-10 range). The books may be international in their label, but they are
definitely not global in scope or depth.
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Figure 7. Geographical Settings
Author and Hlustrator Geographical Locations and Cultural Heritages

We differentiated the geographical locations of authors and illustrators from their cultural
heritage. An author currently living in the UK might have emigrated from China as a young adult
or have parents with Chinese heritage. Current location was straightforward and was identified
by examining the author’s biographical information on the book jacket and their websites, or by
digging into online interviews and resources if the location was unclear. We used the same
resources to identify cultural heritage.

The following two maps indicate the physical locations of authors and illustrators at the time of
the book’s publication. Similar to the geographical settings in the books, the majority of the
world map is either blank or green, indicating few or no authors and illustrators resided in those
countries (see Figure 8). The majority of authors were located in Canada (170-175 range) and the
UK (100-105 range), followed by a significant drop in the number of authors located in the U.S.
(25-30 range) and France (16-20 range). U.S. locations reflected authors whose books were first
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published in another country, often Canada, before being brought to the U.S. The next smallest
set of authors (6-15 range) lived in Australia, Spain, Italy and Germany.

The illustrator locations revealed similar findings with Canada strongly dominating with over
100 illustrators, followed by the UK (80-85 range), then a sharp drop in for Italy, France, the
U.S., and Spain, ranging from 16 to 25 illustrators each (see Figure 9).

The author and illustrator location data is consistent with the geographic settings in the books.
All three sources of data indicate that Canada and Western Europe made up the majority of
settings, authors, and illustrators in international youth literature published in the U.S. The U.S.
locations of authors and illustrators were a surprise until we realized that those books were
usually published first in Canada. We removed any book from the database by U.S. authors and
illustrators when the story was also set in the U.S. , even if the book was first published in
Canada. However, if a book was written and illustrated by someone outside of the U.S. and
involved a character from another country visiting the U.S., that book remained in the database.

We have recorded the more complex data on author and illustrator cultural identity on the
spreadsheet but are still refining codes and categories that capture this complexity. Our goal is to
keep working on this set of data to develop categories for future analyses.

Number of
Authors by
Country
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W 16-20
W 11-15
6-10
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Figure 8. Author Locations
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Figure 9. lllustrator Locations

Determining cultural heritage for authors and illustrators was more complicated but was
determined from statements made in the author’s biography or an interview. Sometimes the
cultural heritage was indicated in the author’s own immigration journey and other times that
heritage was found in the stories of the immigration journeys of parents or grandparents. Others
did not indicate a specific heritage beyond the place in which they were born and were located.

In author heritage (see Figure 10), Canadian and British heritage ranked at the top, not
unexpected given their locations, but Indigenous heritage, from a range of tribal nations in
Canada, was third. French and Spanish heritages were followed by multiracial, Indian and East
Asian heritages. Not included on the chart are authors with only one person in that cultural
heritage, including Guyanese, Chilean, Costa Rican, Bangladeshi, Saudi, African, Austrian,
Syrian, Dominican, Moroccan, Afghan, Hungarian, Greenlandic, Estonian, Angolan, Sri Lankan,
Icelandic, Danish, South African, Kenyan, Peruvian, Venezuelan, Seychelles, Armenian,
Ukrainian, Finnish, Dominican, Algerian, and Palestinian.
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Figure 10. Author Cultural Heritage

[lustrator cultural heritage (see Figure 11) showed a similar distribution of people identifying as
Canadian and British followed by other Western European identities as well as East Asian and
Indian heritages. Heritages not on the chart due to having only one person indicating that
heritage include Greek, Swiss, Norwegian, Croatian, Pakistani, Singaporean, Kenyan, Austrian,
Icelandic, Hungarian, Estonian, Turkish, Crimean, Seychelles, Guatemalan, and Moldovan.
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Figure 11. lllustrator Cultural Heritage

Translator Locations and Expertise

In addition to authors and illustrators, we coded translator locations and found that the vast
majority of translators were located in the UK and U.S., followed by Canada and Spain (see
Figure 12).
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Figure 12. Locations of Translators.

The biographical information on translators made it clear that the complexity of their cultural
expertise was not captured by their geographical locations. This expertise ranged from living in
another country for a significant period of time, to teaching the language or translation studies in
a university, speaking or translating a native or heritage language, and/or working in a profession
that involved continuous use of the language. We developed an additional set of codes to
examine this expertise (see Figure 13). In 5.8% of the translated books, no translator was named
(9 books out of 154 total translated books). Sometimes there was no mention of the translator
anywhere in the book and other times the publisher was named as the translator but not the
individual within the publishing house who did the translation.

The most frequent sources of linguistic and cultural expertise were academic study (37.1%) and
immersion/residency (33.9%) as indicated in Figure 13. Academic study identified translators
who studied language in advanced degrees or engaged in advanced work in translation studies.
Immersion and residency involved translators who spent extended time within the culture they
were translating, ranging from a year or two to many years. Heritage language (20.4%) included
translators living in that culture, translators who grew up within the culture and immigrated as
adults, and translators growing up within a family who spoke their home language despite living
in another location. Finally, professional work (8.6%) involved translators whose professional
work was in a corporation or position that involved language expertise, such as an opera singer,
which they then used for translation of children’s books.
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Figure 13. Cultural and Linguistic Expertise of Translators
Main Character Heritage and Identity

We were interested in the main characters’ heritage or identity, particularly the range of global
and racial identities represented in this collection. This category was one of the most difficult to
code. Our data for this analysis was informed by a U.S. typology for racial demographics, which
we felt did not sufficiently illustrate the complexities of global youth identities represented in the
books. Our plan is to recode this data with more globally-determined categories for identities that
include family heritage and national identity.

Despite our dissatisfaction with our current categories, the bar chart (see Figure 14) raises major
concerns, given that the top two categories by a large margin are living things, such as animals
and plants, and white-presenting characters. Our data reflects findings from the diversity
statistics from the Cooperative Center of Books for Children, which indicate that the number of
books featuring animals as main characters outnumbers the number of books featuring a main
character of color. The column labeled “no main character” indicates books in which the main
character is an object, like a dictionary, or books with different characters on each page and no
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main character connecting across pages. We used the code “brown skin” for books in which the
character’s skin color was evident in the visual image with no other visual or textual information
related to the character’s racial identity or heritage.

We also coded for whether the main character’s identity and heritage matched the cultural
identity or expertise of the author and illustrator. 76.9% were a cultural match, 16.3% were not
applicable (e.g. objects, imagined lifeforms, etc.), and 6.8% were coded as not a cultural match,
often in books with white European authors and illustrators who included a child of color in the
illustrations. The percentage of books with biracial characters is less than 1% (2 books).

150

30%

100

50

Figure 14. Main Character Heritage or Identity.
Main Character - Additional Distributions

International books did not depict the wide range of identities found in society and in young
adult U.S. literature. In addition to heritage, we created codes for LGBTQ+, gender, and
religious representations. Of the 455 books, only 11 included LGBTQ+ main characters—not
enough to reflect findings, other than the significant absence of LGBTQ+ representation in
international youth literature published in the U.S. Religion was mentioned in 34 books with no
definitive findings. We wondered whether publishers are self-censoring queer literature by not
selecting these books to publish in the U.S., given the rampant book banning occurring within
the U.S. We were not surprised to see these trends with international books since publishers are
selecting already published books that do not have the same lengthy period of creation and
publication as occurs with U.S. authored and published books.
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Gender distribution indicated 166 books were coded female, 127 male, 54 male and female, 2
nonbinary main characters, and 1 book where gender was not specified. There was also another
large set of books in which gender was not coded, for example, books about plants or without a
main character. Animals who were gendered in the text through pronouns were included.

We also coded for disability and mental health, finding 70 books, with most of these books
mentioning anxiety, emotion, grief, resilience and trauma, indicating a strong focus on mental
health rather than other types of disabilities.

Publishers and Country of Origin

Finally, we also identified the top 10 publishers of international books in the U.S.
Tundra/Penguin Random House Canada and Candlewick were the two publishers with the
highest number of international books available in the U.S. Figure 15 indicates the domination
of Canadian presses in supplying books with 6 out of the top 10 publishers located in Canada:
Tundra, Orca, Owlkids, Kids Can, Groundwood, and Second Story Press.

44

43

Count

Publisher

Figure 15. Top 10 Publishers of International Books

In addition, we identified the country of origin for the U.S. version of the book (see Figure 16).
The country was not necessarily the original country where the book was published; for example,
several books were originally published in China and then translated into French and the U.S.
publication was translated from French to English so France was the origin country for the U.S.
book. Or a book originally from another country could have been translated and published first in
Canada or the UK, and that version was then brought to the U.S. Not surprisingly, given that the
majority of publishers are located in Canada and the UK, those were the top two countries as the
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origin country of the U.S. publication, followed by France, Spain, and the Netherlands indicating

the strong influence of Western Europe as a source of international books in the U.S.
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Figure 16. Country of Origin for the U.S. version

Our Analysis Process

Our central purpose for the 2024 set of international books was to develop the codes and rules

for the coding and identify the areas that would need more development. Rachel did initial
coding as part of the OIB process around the following categories:

e Grade level

e Setting of story

e Author and cultural location

e Illustrator and cultural location
e Translation - yes/no

e Translator
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e Publisher

e Country of publication
e Original language

e Book format

e Genre

Narges, Kathy, and Sybil then checked this coding of the OIB books and coded an additional set
of international books received for review by the Worlds of Words Center. The following codes
were added:

e Theme

e Cultural Match or Expertise

e Main Character Identity/Heritage

e LGTBQ+, Religion, Disability & Mental Health

e Gender

e Author Current Location

e Author Heritage

e [llustrator Current Location

e [llustrator Heritage

e Translator Location

e Translator Heritage and Expertise

We met regularly as we coded, with each of us taking primary responsibility for one set of books
and bringing coding questions to our Friday data analysis meetings. These discussions led to a
coding book where we recorded rules of inclusion for each of the different categories. Once we
had those rules in place, we again checked the codes for our set of books. A second coder then
examined the first coder’s work and brought questions and issues to our coding meetings.

The next step of our process was to work on charts, graphs, and maps to visually depict the data.
That process revealed changes we needed to make in the codes so the data was in a form that
could be depicted within a graph or chart. Narges directed this process and brought many
variations of graphs, charts, and maps to our meeting, which were then revised multiple times.

Final Reflections

The findings of most significance from our perspective were the domination of picturebooks for
preK-2 audiences and the overrepresentation of English-speaking books from Canada and the
UK. On one hand, these findings make sense, given the relative ease of translating picturebooks
rather than long chapter books and the focus on visual ways of knowing within the U.S. In
addition, publishers take a larger risk with books in other languages from global communities,
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both given the expense of translation and the uncertainty of how children in the U.S. will respond
to a book from an unfamiliar global culture. The domination of Canadian publishers is
understandable, given their access to the U.S. through U.S. distribution offices for financial
reasons and their deep understanding of U.S. audiences. On the other hand, these Canadian
publishing houses are primarily small presses with a deep commitment to a particular mission
and so they publish books not found in the large publishing houses located in the U.S.

Despite these factors to explain our findings for books published in 2024, we are troubled by the
lack of global settings, characters, authors, illustrators, and translators when international
literature available in the U.S. is examined as a whole. Individual books are available across
global locations and communities, but the majority of countries averaged 0-5 books, while
Canada, the UK, Australia, and Western Europe dominated the market. Educators and scholars
need to be aware of this imbalance and carefully select their collections and awards to highlight a
set of books that represent a greater variety of global cultures.

We consider this first year to be a baseline from which we can make comparisons across the
years. As we continue to develop our analysis processes and categories, some of the published
2024 books will need to be re-coded so that we are able to compare across years. We also
anticipate locating tools and databases that will provide additional information that may shift our
coding due to greater knowledge about a particular author, illustrator or translator. This project is
an ongoing process whose significance will continue to evolve over time and inform educators,
scholars, and publishers.

We plan to publish the database for researchers and publishers to conduct more in-depth study,
such as a critical content analysis on a specific set of books. We recognize that some will find
errors in our coding and encourage them to contact us so that we can continue to refine our
coding and database. Scholars understand the field of international literature from different
perspectives and knowledge bases and we look forward to learning from you.
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