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Research Report on the 2025 Outstanding International Books
Narges Zandi, Kathy Short, E. Sybil Durand, and Rachel Roseberry

The Outstanding International Books (OIB) award list was established in 2005 out of a desire by
the United States Board of Books for Young People (USBBY) to promote the visibility and use
of international books in the U.S. and to encourage more publication of international books by
U.S. publishers. The goal was to release an annual award list of 35-40 books for Pre-K through
Grade 12 and bring attention to these books as purchases for libraries, schools, and homes.

The first award list was released in 2006 for books published in 2005 and made available on the
USBBY website through a bookmark and an article in the School Library Journal’s (SLJ)
February issue (usbby.org). The list has been released annually since that time through the work
of the OIB award committee, and all of the annual award lists, SLJ articles, and global maps
showing the geographical locations of the award list are available on the USBBY website.

The OIB committee is appointed by the USBBY president with members staying on the
committee for two years and meeting virtually on a monthly basis to discuss the books under
consideration and enter recommendations on a shared spreadsheet. The criteria for selection
include books that:

Represent the best of children’s literature from other countries
Help children in the U.S. see the world from other points of view
Provide a perspective or address a topic missing from U.S. books
Exhibit a distinct cultural flavor

Are accessible to readers in the U.S.

The first OIB list in 2006 created a great deal of concern from the USBBY Executive Board
because the majority of books on the list, as well as the books received by the OIB committee for
consideration, were English-language titles with only a few translated books. Books from the UK
dominated the list of 196 submitted books and 38 award books (see Figure 1). The USBBY
board debated whether to continue the award, given these results, but decided that this lack of
global representation was the reason why the award list was needed, and the goal was to
hopefully affect change over time.
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Figure 1. Country of publication for books in 2006 OIB list

In that first list of 2006 award books, books for grades 6-8 and 9-12 dominated the list, the
opposite of 2024 grade level distributions where PreK-2 picturebooks dominate. In addition, the
genres of realistic fiction (14 books) and historical fiction (11 books) dominated, with fantasy (9
books) coming in third. Current trends indicate that fantasy has moved into the most dominant
genre, followed by realistic fiction, and historical fiction has fallen far behind.

Throughout this analysis of the 2025 OIB Award List, comparisons are made to the broader
corpus of international books for young people published in 2024. The data from that broader
corpus can be found in the International Youth Literature Research Report for 2024 in this
issue of WOW Stories.

Data from the 2025 OIB Award List

The 2025 OIB Award List is available on the USBBY website, both as a bookmark (LINK) and
as an annotated School Library Journal article (LINK). The list is divided into grade level bands
of PreK-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12, with all of the books published in 2024.

Not surprisingly, the grade level distributions for the OIB Award List of 40 books are not as
uneven as the broader set of international books, since the committee was committed to selecting
books across grade levels. The domination of Prek-2 books in the total corpus was reduced to
30% with the largest percentage identified at Grades 3-5 (see Figure 2). This distribution was
also reflected in the formats of the books, with picturebooks dominating, followed by chapter
books, and then graphic novels and transitional chapter books (see Figure 3).
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Figure 2. Grade Level Distribution of OIB Award Books
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Figure 3. Format Distribution of OIB Award Books

While fantasy dominated the entire corpus of international books, the genre distribution of OIB
Award Books showed realistic fiction and fantasy as the categories with the highest number,
with more realistic fiction books than fantasy. Our assumption is that this difference is due to the
OIB award criteria around cultural content and important perspectives not found in the U.S.,
which realistic fiction books are more likely to reflect. It’s also interesting that historical fiction
and traditional literature were a higher percentage of award winners than in the larger corpus,
again reflecting the OIB criteria (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Genre Distribution of OIB Award Books

This same data trend was clear in examining the percentages of translated and English-language
books. While the broader corpus constitutes 66.2% English-language and 33.8% translated
books, the OIB award books included 70% translated and 30% English-language books (see
Figure 5). This difference in the percentages of translated books reflect the award criteria,
particularly the focus on seeing the world from other points of view, addressing a topic or
perspective not available in the U.S., and exhibiting a distinct cultural flavor. These translated
books were first published in another country and in a language other than English for children
of that country. Their selection for translation implies that they were positively received by
readers and critics within that country and are an excellent way for U.S. children to explore a
global culture from the perspectives of people within that community, rather than that of a
visiting U.S. author. In addition, highlighting translated books provides a broader range of global
perspectives in the award list than if the list was dominated by books from English-speaking
countries.
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Figure 5. Distribution of Translated and English-Language OIB Award Books

This shift in the OIB award books was also evident in the languages, with fewer books originally
published in English and more books with Spanish, Portuguese, Japanese, and Swedish as their
original languages (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Original Language of OIB Award Books

When combining theme and grade level distributions, the theme showing the most gains was
“overcoming adversity,” which came in fifth in the broader database of international books and
first for the OIB award books. Given that this theme reflects books that engage with deep social
issues, this shift makes sense for the award books. What is also interesting, however, is that there
were no PreK-2 books with this theme in the OIB award books compared to a small number in
the broader collection. Instead, predominant themes in PreK-2 books were “relationships” and
“nature, animals, and environment.” Overcoming adversity and relationships were the two most
dominant themes for the OIB award books overall. These two themes are ones that are believed
to most likely invite readers to feel empathy for the characters and a sense of connection as well
as appreciation of cultural differences, although these themes can also convey stereotypes of a
culture (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Theme and Grade Level for OIB Award Books

Global Trends in Settings and Bookmakers for Award Books

In examining the overall data for the international books published in 2024, we noted a
domination of books from Canada, the UK, Australia, and Western Europe and were curious
about whether the award books would disrupt this pattern. We assumed there would be some
differences, knowing that the OIB committee was committed to selecting books from a range of
global locations.

In geographical settings, the OIB award books also had the most books set in Canada. Beyond
this finding, the geographical setting was more varied for the award books, with India, Mexico,
and Sweden each having two books represented and many other countries around the world with
one book on the award list. The OIB award books indicated more global representation than the
broader international database (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Geographic Settings for OIB Award Books

In terms of author locations, Canada and the UK dominated in the OIB award books. However,
compared to the broader collection, the U.S. dropped to only one author and Brazil, Mexico, and
Sweden had two authors each. A range of countries around the world each had an author listed in
the award books. The notable exception was countries in Africa, with only one author located in
Angola. No other authors were located in African countries, instead they were located in the UK
or Canada, writing about their home country (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Author Locations for OIB Award Books
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[lustrator location data varied from the author location data in that Canada and Mexico had a
higher number of illustrators than other countries, followed by the UK, Italy, Brazil, Korea,
Portugal and France. No illustrators were located in any African country, Australia, or India.
India was interesting in that no authors or illustrators were located in that country, even though it
was a geographic setting in two of the award books (see Figure 10). The authors and illustrators
of those books were typically in English-speaking countries, creating books about their country
of origin. These books also made it clear that authors and illustrators more frequently visited
India and maintained close connections with family in India.
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Figure 10. Illustrator Locations for OIB Award Books

Finally, the OIB Award books had distinctly different data related to the main character’s
heritage or identity than the broader 2024 database. In the broader database, living things and
white characters dominated, in the OIB list the two largest categories were white and Asian. The
larger number of white characters reflects the number of books with characters from Canada, the
UK, and Western Europe who were of European heritage. Living things dropped to the third
highest category in the OIB books, equal to Latin America (see Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Main Character Heritage or Identity for OIB Award Books
Publishers

Our analysis of the publishers and distributors of the broader set of 2024 international books
were primarily small presses, primarily publishers from Canada who distribute in the U.S. Figure
12 represents the top 9 publishers among the OIB award books. Groundwood and Enchanted
Lion books have the highest number of OIB award books. Interestingly, the pattern differs
between the broader data set and OIB award books published by presses from a wider range of
countries.
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Figure 12. Top 9 Publishers for the OIB Award Books
.
Conclusion

As we examined these findings, what stood out was the importance of award lists for providing
educators and readers with recommended books set in many global communities. The broader
list of international books is useful for identifying trends and locating a specific book; however,
selecting books off this list could easily result in a set of books that are not representative of
global communities or do not have high quality in the writing or illustrating. If an educator or
reader has limited time and wants a high quality set of international books that represent the
world, an award list is one method for locating books, with the qualification that the list reflects
only those books selected by publishers to bring to the U.S. market.

An award list provides readers with recommended books that a group of experts have spent time
reading and evaluating within the context of reading the broader set of books. The committee
read across the range of books submitted for consideration and so have a strong point of
comparison and evaluation in making decisions about which books to include on the award list.
In addition, the committee members are selected based on their knowledge of children’s
literature so they bring their previous experiences as readers to this process; however, it must
also be acknowledged that members vary in their global cultural understandings and can bring
implicit bias about what constitutes quality writing and what topics are appropriate for an age

group.

The differences when comparing the OIB Award Books with the broader list of international
books are strong evidence of the careful process of selection in an award list and the advantage
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of using an award list. The books on the 2025 OIB Award List reflect an excellent starting point
for any reader who wants to immerse themselves in strong international literature.
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