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Introduction

The Worlds of Words Center of Global Literacies and Literatures (WOW) and the United States
Board on Books for Young People (USBBY) have completed the first two annual reports of
International Youth Literature published and/or distributed in the U.S. in 2024 and 2025.

This collaborative project is an annual analysis that will provide comparative data over time on
the trends in international literature for youth in the U.S. The data consists of books that were
originally published outside the U.S. and then published in the U.S. during the year under
analysis, including books submitted to USBBY for consideration for the Outstanding
International Books (OIB) award and books received by the Worlds of Words Center.

This issue of WOW Stories contains three articles, one on the data for international youth
literature in 2024 and another on 2025, and the third is an analysis of the 40 award books of the
2025 Outstanding International Books (OIB).

Note that additional information, including the spreadsheet of international books for 2024 and
2025 and interactive maps, are available on the Worlds of Words website.

Kathy G. Short, Guest Editor

© 2026 Kathy G. Short

Authors retain copyright over the vignettes published in this journal and grant the journal right of
first publication with the work simultaneously licensed under the following Creative Commons
License:

WOW Stories, Volume XIII, Issue 1 by Worlds of Words is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. Based on work
by Kathy G.
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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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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9-12

PreK-2

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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026



WOW Stories: Volume XIII, Issue 1
worlds Fall 2026
of WORDS

180

36.7%
(n=167)

160

140 -

120 A

100

Count

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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WO rI d S Q WOW Stories: Volume XIII, Issue 1
Fall 2026
of WORDS

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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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
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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.

Count of Countries|
111-115
76-80

21-25

11-15

6-10

1-5

£ e
D e 7 o
Ra, o o

e,
=

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

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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

W 170-175
MW 100-105
25-30
W 16-20
W 11-15
6-10
H

1-5

Figure 8. Author Locations

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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Canadian 16.9% (n=79)
British 15.6% (n=73)
Indigenous 5.6% (n=26)
French 4.7% (n=22)
Spanish 4.1% (n=19)
Multiracial 3.4% (n=186)
Indian 3.2% (n=15)
Japanese 2.8% (n=13)
American 2.6% (n=12)
Chinese 2.4% (n=11)
Korean 2.1% (n=10)
Australian 2.1% (n=10)
German 2.1% (n=10)
Dutch 2.1% (n=10)
Italian 1.9% (n=9)
Irish 1.7% (n=8)
Swedish 1.5% (n=T7)
Iranian 1.3% (n=6)
Czech 1.3% (n=6)
Hong Kong =5)
Russian =4)
Argentinian =4)
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® Brazilian =4)
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B Mexican 0.9% (n=4)
5 Slovakian 0.6% (n=3)
T Polish 0.6% (n=3)
Welsh 0.6% (n=3)
Ukrainian 0.6% (n=3)
Pakistani 0.6% (n=3)
Israeli 0.6% (n=3)
Taiwanese 0.4% (n=2)
Filipino 0.4% (n=2)
Jamaican 0.4% (n=2)
Colombian 0.4% (n=2)
Portuguese 0.4% (n=2)
MNorwegian 0.4% (n=2)
Singaporean 0.4% (n=2)
Trinidad 0.4% (n=2)
Guatamelan 0.4% (n=2)
Belgian 0.4% (n=2)
Swiss 0.4% (n=2)
New Zealander 0.4% (n=2)
Greek 0.4% (n=2)
Indonesian 0.4% (n=2)
Vietnamese 0.4% (n=2)
0 20 40 60 80

Number

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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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).

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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Professional Work

20.4%
8.6% (n=38)
(n=16)

37.1% 33.9%
(n=69) (n=63)

Academic Study Immersion/Residency

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
1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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.

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026
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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.

Canada

United Kingdom 24.7% (n=112)

France - 5.1% (n=23)
Spain 3.5% in=16}
Australia 3.1% (in=14)
The Netherlands 2.4% (n=11)
2.2% (n=10)
2.0% (n=9)

1.8% (n=8)

Switzerland
Japan
Swedan
South Korea 1.5% (n=T7)
Czech Republic 1.3% (n=6)
Ireland - 1.3% in=6)
Italy 1.3% (n=6)
Germany 0.9% in=4)
Portugal 0.9% (n=4)
0.9% (n=4)
0.9% (n=4]

0.7% (n=3)

Bragzil

New Zealand

Country of Publication

Poland
Mexica 4 0.4% (n=2)
Norway 0.4% (n=2)
0.4% (n=2)
0.4% (n=2)

0.4% (n=2)

Iran -

South Africa
Russia
Austria 4 0.4% (n=2)
Colombia 0.4% (n=2)
China 4] 0.4% (n=2}
Greece 1| 0.4% (n=2)

Argentina 0.4% (n=2)

38.3% (n=174)

0 25 50 75 100 125 150 175

Number of Books (Count)

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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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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Distribution by Grade Level
(n=40)

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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Distribution Of Books By Language (n=40)

English Language

Translated

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.

Number of
lllustrators
by Country

10
4
3

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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Research Report on International Youth Literature Published in 2025 in
the U.S.
Narges Zandi, Kathy Short, and E. Sybil Durand

This second annual report on international youth literature provides an in-depth examination of
the books published in 2025 within the U.S. that were originally published in another country.
The report also includes comparisons with the 2024 data from the first report to begin identifying
possible trends in the field of international children’s books in the U.S. The 2025 data analysis
includes the locations of authors and illustrators, the geographical locations where the books are
set, the identities of main characters, and the locations and linguistic expertise of translators.

The 430 international books analyzed for this report include books submitted to USBBY for
consideration for the 2026 Outstanding International Book (OIB) award and books received by
Worlds of Words Center that were published in 2025. These books were originally published
outside of the U.S. and then published and/or distributed in the U.S. during 2025, excluding self-
published books. The books span the age range from children to young adults, preschool through
grade 12.

We collaboratively developed codes to identify trends in international youth literature published
or distributed in the U.S. in 2025, further refining the codes we developed for the 2024 data. The
assistant chair of USBBY’s Outstanding International Books (OIB) committee, Junko Sakoi,
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 we identified as
international literature published in 2025.

In this article, we share the charts, maps, and graphs from the data analysis and discuss the
coding issues and complexities we encountered. We also compare the 2025 data to the data from
2024, the first year of data collection and analysis.

Broad Characteristics of International Youth Literature in 2025

The 2025 annual report on international youth literature includes an analysis of 430 international
books. The analysis reveals that more than half of the books are aimed at PreK-2 readers, 257
books, followed by 106 books for grades 3-5, 38 books for grades 9-12, and 29 books for grades
6-8 (Figure 1). Comparing the grade level distribution over time, this trend is consistent with
2024.
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Figure 1. Grade Level Distribution

An analysis of the data set reveals that picturebooks comprise the majority of the dataset in
format, with 272 books representing more than half of all books, which corresponds with the
dominance of PreK-2 as the audience for the books. Chapter books are the second-largest
category, with 91 books, followed by graphic novels, which include 51 books. The remaining
formats, including transitional chapter books, novels in verse, board books, and wordless
picturebooks, appear much less frequently, with fewer than 10 books (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Book Format Distribution

Analyzing book genres indicates that fantasy, with 182 books, realistic fiction, with 142 books,
and informational books, with 60 books, are the most frequent genres among the 2025
international books. In contrast, other genres, such as traditional literature, historical fiction,
science fiction, biography, memoir, and autobiography, multi-genre, and poetry/verse each

account for fewer than 15 books. Overall, the genre distribution follows a pattern similar to the
2024 international books (Figure 3).

One interesting genre issue emerged for Old as Stone, Hard as Rock by Alessandro Sanna
(2025), a wordless graphic novel from Italy, which the publisher regards as a visual essay on war
and conflict. We decided to classify the book as an informational book given that it is an essay,
but this book is an example of the complexity of genre distinctions in a time of innovation as
authors play with genres and often cross genre lines.
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Figure 3. Genre Distribution

Translated Books and English-Language Books

Consistent with the 2024 international books, English remained the dominant language in 2025,
representing 65.1% of the books, while about one-third of the books were translated from other
languages (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Translated and English Language Distributions

The dataset consists of a total of 430 entries for the origin language for the U.S. version of the
books distributed across 22 distinct languages. Out of 430 total entries, 280 of them are English.
That means almost two-thirds of the books were originally published in English, followed by a
significantly smaller secondary tier of European languages and a long list of languages for a few
books from other parts of the world (Figure 5).

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026

41



WOW Stories: Volume XIII, Issue 1

WO rI d S<= Fall 2026

Spanish
25

of WORDS

Korean

7
Italian
9 Chinese

4
O/
Swedish
9 rist
olish
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Translations and Translators

After analyzing the background of each translator, we realized that most translators live in the
U.S. (n=53). The United Kingdom (UK) is the second-largest location, with 23 translators.
Together, the U.S. and UK account for the largest share of translator locations in the dataset. A
smaller group of countries show notable representation. Spain has 12 translators, followed
closely by Canada with 11 translators. Czechia and the Netherlands each have 6 translators.
Several countries have smaller counts, including Germany, Italy, and Scotland, each with 4
translators. Japan had 3 translators, while South Korea, France, and Argentina each had 2
translators.

The following 19 countries each have only 1 translator (excluded from the bar chart):
Amsterdam, Belgium, Brazil, Cameroon, China, Denmark, Greece, Indonesia, Israel, Latvia,
Mexico, New Zealand, Northern Ireland, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Switzerland, Thailand,
and Wales.

Overall, the data shows that translators live mainly in the U.S. and UK, with a smaller secondary
group of European countries and a few translators based in Asia and South America (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Locations of Translators

We researched the background of translators to see how they gained expertise in translation of
the origin language into English. We developed four categories to reflect expertise: professional
work, academic study, immersion/residency, and heritage language. We also noted when no
translator was named. Some translators fit more than one category.

The most common form of expertise for the origin language is immersion/residency,
representing 29% (n = 63), then academic study, accounting for 26.7% (n = 58), similar to 2024.
Immersion/residency and academic study made up more than half of the ways in which
translators gained expertise in the language, showing that many translators have either direct
experience immersed in the language through living in that culture or they engaged in formal
educational training. Many combine both academic study and immersion.

Professional work is also a major category, representing 19.4% (n = 42). This category
documents translators who work in a business or publisher that involves the origin language as
part of their responsibilities. Clearly, all translators of youth literature have taken on translation
as a profession, so this category is specific to translators who engage in a profession that
provides them with expertise in a language that they then bring to youth literature. Many of these
are editors within different types of publishing houses. Heritage language accounted for 15.2%
(n =33), showing that some translators have personal, family, or cultural connections to the
language from which they translate.

Among 150 translated books, 21 do not clearly identify a translator (Figure 7). Sometimes the
publisher is named instead, indicating that the translation occurred in-house but not who was
involved in that translation. For example, Clavis Publishing based in Belgium lists their U.S.
office as the translator but does not name the individuals within that office who do the
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translation. Other times, there was no indication about the translator or translation process
anywhere in the book. Concerns about not naming the translator include the lack of recognition
of the translator as an interpreter/author essential to the bookmaking process and the lack of
transparency about the expertise of the person who did the translation. The majority of these
books are picturebooks, which may also indicate publishers underestimate the significance and
difficulty of translation in books with only a few words that have been carefully selected to
convey meaning collaboratively with the illustrations and book design.

Heritage Language

Immersion/Residency

Professional Work

Academic Study

Figure 7. Translator Background

Themes Explored in International Books

The themes in international books reflect assumptions about U.S. readers and audiences. The

themes are grouped into the following categories and we selected one overarching theme for
each book:

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)
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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)

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)

The graph combining grade level with theme indicates the themes that are most dominant across
grade levels (see Figure 8) with relationships, health and well-being, adventures and quests,
nature/animals/environment, and identity and self-awareness as the top 5 themes. Several major
shifts occurred from the 2024 data, specifically, adventures and quests were much higher in
number (from 34 in 2024 to 61 in 2025) and nature lower (from 82 in 2024 to 61 in 2025).
Adventures and quests tend to be lighter books that do not address critical social issues, and
many are fantasies, but we need to do further analysis of these books to determine their content.

PreK-2 books highlight relationships, health and well-being, identity and nature, while grade
level 3-5 books are overwhelmingly adventures and quests along with nature. Grades 6-8 and 9-
12 books are often about social issues in overcoming adversity and identity and self-awareness.
We wonder about the assumptions being made by publishers on the kinds of themes that appeal
to youth of different age levels and would like to do further inquiry to compare themes, genres,
and character identities.
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Figure 8. Theme and Grade Level Distributions

Geographical Settings

We coded implied and stated geographical settings for the books. Implied settings were
determined by combining visual information on setting in the illustrations with biographical
information of the author’s and illustrator’s locations. Similar to 2024, Canada (n=101), United
Kingdom (n=59), and France (n=24) are the most represented among all countries, indicating the
continued dominance of Western countries as geographical settings (Figure 9). African countries
are highly underrepresented with no books or one book located in most countries. Although the
books are international, they continue to not be global in scope or depth.
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Figure 9. Geographical Settings

Author and Illustrator Locations and Cultural Heritage

We identified the current locations of authors and illustrators, recognizing that the locations do
not reflect the complexities of their cultural identities, particularly for the many immigrants
living in Western countries. Similar to 2024 international books, most authors of 2025
international books live in Canada (n=152) and the United Kingdom (n=90) (see Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Author Locations

Similar to 2024, most illustrators live in Canada (n=100) and United Kingdom (n=74) (see
Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Illustrator Locations

The information on author and illustrator location is consistent with the geographic settings of
the books. All three sources indicate that Canada and Western Europe dominate the settings,
authors, and illustrators of international youth literature published in the U.S.

In researching the backgrounds of authors and illustrators, it was clear that the location of
authors was complicated by their cultural heritage, especially given that many were immigrants
or from a family in which the parents or grandparents had come as immigrants to their current
location. They often drew on their family’s cultural heritage as they created books for children. It
should also be noted that some authors do not indicate their family’s heritage, even though their
names and photos seem to indicate a particular heritage. We only coded the cultural heritage if
the author specifically stated that heritage in their biographies or interviews.

Figure 12 indicates the cultural heritage of authors. Canada, UK, and Australia are at the top,
indicating that those authors stated they were born and live in those locations and did not indicate
their identities were based in a specific cultural heritage, although most appear to be European in
family origin. Western Europe has high representation in cultural heritage, especially French and
German, but Indigenous authors from a range of tribal nations have a strong representation as do
authors of East Asian heritage. Beyond the top 15, the cultural heritage was more diverse in
terms of the regions of the world, including South America, other parts of Asia, and Eastern
Europe.

The following cultural heritages are not on the chart because there was only one author—
Tunisian, Palestinian, Cameroonian, Ethiopian, Hungarian, Austrian, Guyanese, Nepali,
Nigerian, Slovenian, Peruvian, Venezuelan, Syrian, Greek, South Korean, Israeli, Hong Kong,
and Lithuanian.
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Figure 12. Author Cultural Heritage

The patterns for illustrator cultural heritage (see Figure 13) are similar with Canadian, British
and French at the top in frequency, but more illustrators indicated that they are of Chinese and
Japanese cultural heritage. Interestingly, the cultural heritage of illustrators is more diverse than
that of authors.

The cultural heritages not on the chart that have only one illustrator are Cape Verdean, Beninese,
Israeli, South Korean, Romanian, Lao, Norwegian, Venezuelan, Croatian, Peruvian, Ethiopian,
Hungarian, West Indian, Nepali, South African, Slovenian, Sri Lankan, Lebanese, Trinidad and
Tobago, Greek, Taiwanese, and Austrian.
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Figure 13. Illustrator Cultural Heritage

Main Character Cultural Heritage and Identity

We used a new approach to determine the representation of cultural heritage and identities for
main characters across the 2025 collection. In order to avoid applying a U.S. typology for racial
demographics to global texts, we focused on main characters’ geographical ancestry, i.e. Africa,
Asia, Europe, North America, Latin America, and Oceania (see Figure 14), which we
differentiated from the setting of the story (see Figure 9). We also noted characters’ cultural
heritage to better capture the complexities of global youth identities, particularly those from
Indigenous, immigrant, displaced, and diasporic communities (see Figure 15). For example, the
picture book Farug and the Wiri Wiri: A Celebration of Family and Food written by Sophia
Payne and illustrated by Sandhya Prabhat is set in the Caribbean, and the main character is Indo-
Guyanese, which was coded as Guyanese heritage and Asian ancestry.

Note: We analyzed 430 books in total, but the sum of the counts for each category, including
blank entries, often exceeded this number because some books had several main characters of
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different genders and cultural heritage. We provide additional details about our research
procedures in the section “Our Analysis Process.”

Similar to 2024, nearly sixty percent of the 430 global children’s books published in the U.S. in
2025 featured characters with European ancestry (33%) and living things (27%), which
continues to raise concerns about global representation in youth literature. While the number of
books featuring talking animals or plants dropped from 135 to 119, books with characters with
European ancestry increased from 123 to 144. Asia (13%) was the second largest category of
books with children as main characters, followed by Africa (10%), North America (5%), Latin
America (3%), and Oceania (1%). We also noted books without main characters that included
multiple illustrations of children with different skin colors (Global n=14), main characters that
were objects (n=3), and informational texts where characters are not driving the narrative (N/A
n=45).

150 33%

100

50

Oceania Objects Global Latin Marth Africa MIA Asia Living  Europe
America America Things

Figure 14. Main Character - Regional Ancestry

We were curious about the diversity of main characters’ cultural heritage or nationalities beyond
their geographical ancestry. Like 2024, main characters from Canada (n=39) and the United
Kingdom (n=36) were overrepresented (see Figure 15). In contrast, protagonists from the rest of
the world were depicted 20 or fewer times, with the three largest groups including Indigenous
main characters, which dropped from 24 in 2024 to 20 in 2025, and main characters from

Australia (n=10) and Japan (n=13). Lead characters featured 4-9 times were largely from
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European countries (excluding the UK), such as France (n=8), Spain(n=6), Ireland (n=06),
Switzerland (n=5), Sweden (n=5), Germany (n=5), and the Netherlands (n=4). European heritage
not captured by the graph included Belgian, Czech, Finnish, Greek, Italian, Lithuanian,
Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, and South African characters (n=1 or 2). Argentina, Jamaica, and
Mexico each counted four main characters, with the remainder of global nations or heritage
represented 3 or fewer times and not pictured on the graph. We also noted characters with no
specific cultural heritage named in the texts (Generic n=9) and characters with one or more
heritage (Multiracial n=3).

195 119

100
75
30

25

Figure 15. Main Character - Cultural Heritage

The bar charts in Figures 14 and 15 demonstrate an unbalanced representation of the “world” in
global children’s literature published in the U.S. in 2025, both in terms of regional ancestry and
cultural heritage or nationality. However, the pie charts in Figures 16 through 20 illustrate the
cultural diversity that is present in the collection, highlighting the multiple cultural heritages or
nationalities of main characters across regional ancestry. For example, Figure 16 shows that
main characters with African ancestry are from African nations and their diasporas, with most
being Canadian (n=4), Jamaican (n=4), Ugandan (n=2), Caribbean (n=2).
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Figure 16. Cultural Heritage with Sub-Saharan African Ancestry

Figure 17 highlights the predominance of East Asian protagonists in the collection, the majority
of whom were Japanese (n=13), Chinese (n=7), and Korean (n=6). Characters with Southeast
Asian heritage saw significantly fewer representations, with only one of two main characters
from Vietnam, Malaysia, and Philippines. Likewise, only few lead characters with South Asian
heritage were featured, including India (n=3), Pakistan (n=2), Nepal (n=1), and two Guyanese
with Indian heritage. Finally, there were only one or two publications with main characters from
the Middle Eastern and Arab nations, including Tunisia, Israel, Iran, and Lebanon. Five books
that either did not name a specific cultural heritage or featured illustrations of Asian characters
were coded as generic.
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Figure 17. Cultural Heritage with Asian & Arab Ancestry

Characters with European ancestry are dominated by heritages from English-speaking countries,
specifically the UK (n=33), Canada (n=23) and Australia (n=8). The remainder had 3-6 books
from Switzerland, Sweden, Spain, Ireland, Germany, Franch, and the Netherlands (see Figure
18).

Swiss Australian
3 6% 5 .8%
Swedish Belgian
3 6% 0.7%
Spanish
4 3% British
MNIA 23 7%
2.9%
Irish
4 3%
German
36%
Generic
36%
French
5.0% Canadian
Dutch 23.0%
289%
Figure 18. Cultural Heritage with European Ancestry
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Characters with Latin American ancestry were the smallest regional category, with cultural
heritages from Argentina (n=4), Mexico (n=4), and Brazil (n=2). The remainder had one
character each from Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Venezuela.
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7.1%
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28.6%
Mexican
28 6%
Brazilian
14.3%
Colombian Chilean
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Figure 19. Cultural Heritage with Latin American Ancestry

As in 2024, in most 2025 international books the main character’s identity matched with the
background of the author or illustrator. About one-sixth were not applicable because there was
no main character or the character was not human, and fewer than one in ten did not show a
cultural match or relevant expertise with the authors or illustrators (Figure 20).
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Figure 20. Cultural Match or Expertise

Main Character - Additional Distributions

Seven categories for gender were identified: male, female, male and female, transgender, not
specified, nonbinary, and other. Of the 430 books, 117 do not have a specific gender recorded.
Among the rest of the books, similar to 2024, the number of female main characters is higher
than male characters. These are followed by books with both male and female main characters,

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026

56



WO rI d S Q’ WOW Stories: Volume XIII, Issue 1
Fall 2026
of WORDS N

with 18 books, and then transgender, nonbinary, other, and not specified, each appearing in
fewer than 5 books (Figure 21).

Note: the number of books is 430, but the sum of the gender counts, including blank entries, is 434.

That’s because some books had several main characters of different genders.
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Figure 21. Gender Distribution

Religion shows a similar pattern in 2024 and 2025. Most books did not represent any specific
religion. But compared to 2024, the number of books representing a specific religion decreased
from almost 7% to about 3%. Of the 11 books that represent a specific religion, 8 are related to
Islam, and 3 are related to Judaism (Figure 22).
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Figure 22. Distribution of Religion

Figure 23 shows that only 21 of 430 books have LGBTQ main characters. The distribution of
LGBTQ representation within these 21 books in Figure 24 indicates gay and transgender main
characters are represented more than other groups with 25% of the books, followed by queer,
lesbian, bisexual, and non-binary. Compared with 2024, the number of books with LGBTQ main
characters almost doubled.

Note: Although 21 books included LGBTQ main characters, the total number of LGBTQ
representations shown in the pie chart is 28. This is because some books include more than one
LGBTQ main character.
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Figure 23. Number of Books with LGBTQ main characters
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Figure 24. Distribution of LGBTQ Main Characters

Among 430 books, only 7.2% (n=31) have main characters with mental health struggles and/or a
disability (Figure 15). Anxiety is by far the most prominent experience depicted for main
characters, appearing in 13 books. These depictions include social anxiety, panic attacks, and
economic and cyberbullying-induced anxiety. Physical disabilities, such as deafness, are also
portrayed. The remaining features a diverse but less frequent range of representations, including
suicidal ideation, tinnitus, Down Syndrome, and various neurodivergent and mental health
conditions. We decided to only code for mental health and disability for the main characters in
the 2025 data instead of also including the secondary characters as we did in 2024.
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Figure 26 further indicates the low percentage of books at each grade level that address mental
health and disabilities. The higher number of books at the preK-2 level indicates the frequency of
books for this age level that focus on anxiety.

Addresses Disability
& Mental Health

7.2%
(n=31)

92.8%
(n=399)

Does Not Address
It

Figure 25. Distribution of Main Characters with disability and mental health
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Figure 26. Disability and mental health themes by grade level

We identified the top 10 publishers of international books in the U.S. with 5 out of 10 consisting
of Canadian publishers who distribute in the U.S., indicating the continued domination of
Canada in bringing international books into the U.S. Groundwood is a good example of a
Canadian publisher who distributes books from a range of countries, not just Canada. Two are
UK publishers who distribute in the U.S. Three publishers—Candlewick, Simon & Schuster, and
Eerdmans- are U.S. based publishers who bring in international books from a range of countries

(see Figure 27).
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Figure 27. Top 10 Publishers of International Books

We were also interested in the country of origin for the U.S. edition of the book, although
sometimes that was complex. A book might be originally published in China and then translated
and published in France with the U.S. version being translated from the French edition of the
book or the publisher could go back to the original Chinese version for the translation. So the
country of origin for the U.S. edition might not be the first country of publication.

Figure 28 indicates that the two highest countries of origin are Canada and the UK, which
corresponds with the dominance of English-speaking books in the body of international literature
and with the top publishers. Other English-speaking countries of origin include Australia,
Ireland, and New Zealand. Countries of origin that involved translation are France, Spain,
Switzerland, Italy, Sweden, Japan, and other countries in Europe, Asia, and South America.
Countries with only one book of origin include Colombia, Hong Kong, Russia, Singapore,
Ukraine, Korea, Lithuania, Israel, Vietnam, Philippines, and Poland. This data was similar to
2025.
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Figure 28. Country of Origin for the U.S. version

Our Analysis Process

180

In coding the 2025 set of international books, our goal was to continue developing the codes and

the rules for coding based on our experiences with the 2024 analysis process

and the areas we

identified as needing more development. Junko Sakoi 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

e Publisher

e Country of publication
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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. We added the
following codes:

e Theme

e Cultural Match or Expertise

Main Character Identity/Heritage

e Main Character Regional Ancestry

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 Narges doing all of the initial coding and bringing questions
to our meetings. Once she completed the initial coding, Kathy served as the check on all of the
books for PreK-Grade 5 readers and Sybil for all books for Grades 6-12 readers. As we checked
the coding, each of us flagged issues for coding and, in several cases, we re-coded all books
based on decisions that we made as a research group. We also continued adding to the rule book
based on each decision. In several cases, we emailed publishers to get further information, such
as the decision of what genre to select for Old as Stone, Hard as Rock by Alessandro Sanna
(2025), a wordless graphic novel from Italy. When we checked with the publisher, she indicated
that she regarded the books as a visual essay on war and conflict. We had been debating between
historical fiction and fantasy but selected the genre of information book since that seemed most
appropriate for an essay.

We gathered specific information on each translator and used that biographical information to
select a drop-down menu of five categories for linguistic and cultural expertise. We also went
back to the 2024 data and added the drop-down menu in a new column for translator expertise
and revised our report. In addition, we consulted with several translators to make the decision to
consider the listing of a publisher or company as the translator rather than the person doing the
translation within the company to be another example of no translator named instead of having
publisher as translator as a category.
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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 variations of
graphs, charts, and maps to our meetings, which were then revised. We also realized that several
new graphs needed to be developed, specifically the data on author and illustrator heritage. We
agreed on some rules to standardize that data and re-coded the data on heritage for both 2024 and
2025 so that bar graphs could be developed.

Main character heritage continued to be a difficult category to analyze in consistent codes that
could then be depicted in graphs. We had multiple discussions on how to code this data. We
added a category for main characters’ regional ancestry to reflect a more global understanding of
sociohistorical identities, and coded characters’ nationality and/or family heritage as their
cultural heritage. Layering these two sets of data provided additional insights into the diversity of
main characters’ heritage within a particular region and allowed us to visually represent this
complexity. We continue to consider alternate ways to capture the complexities of global youth
identities in literature.

Final Reflections

For the most part, the data for the 2025 set of international books was similar to 2024. The
majority of books were preK-2 in the format of picturebooks. We recognize that publishers make
decisions based on their views of the U.S. market, indicating that they consider picturebooks a
better market for international books. We are concerned that so few international chapter books
are being translated, probably a reflection of the market and the higher cost of translating longer
novels. This trend, however, is evident for both translated and English origin books. As readers
advance across grade levels in the U.S., they have greatly decreased opportunities to encounter
an international book. They will encounter books set in global communities authored by
Americans but not written by authors from those global communities.

The one major shift we identified is in the themes of the books, specifically the large increase in
books around the theme of adventures and quests, also indicated by fantasy as the second most
frequent genre. We would like to do a deeper analysis of these books, focusing on how many of
these adventures and quests are lighter action-filled books for independent reading and how
many address deeper social issues through fantasy. We are also interested in whether this trend
continues in 2026.

We noted the continued domination of books from English-speaking countries, particularly
Canada and the UK, and the lack of global settings, characters, authors, illustrators, and
translators in the 2025 international literature available in the U.S. Canada, the UK, Australia,
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and Western Europe dominate the market, even though a few books are available across global
locations and communities. Educators and scholars need to be aware of this imbalance and
carefully select their collections and awards to identify books that represent a greater variety of
global cultures.

E. Sybil Durand is an Associate Professor in the Department of Teaching, Learning, and
Sociocultural Studies at the University of Arizona where she researches and teaches courses on
young adult literature.

Kathy G. Short is a Regents Professor in the College of Education at the University of Arizona
and is Director of the Worlds of Words Center of Global Literacies and Literatures.

Narges Zandi is a doctoral student in Teaching, Learning, and Sociocultural Studies at the
University of Arizona with a focus on children's literature depicting immigrant experiences.
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