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The diversity of family types in this country has changed dramatically over the 

past 60 years. What was once a country of breadwinning fathers and stay-at-home 

mothers with two children has evolved into an undefinable collection of diverse families. 

“Between 1970 and 2012, the percentage of households including married heterosexual 

couples with children was cut in half, from 40% to 20%” (Powell, 2016, p. 302). Changes 

in families are due to a number of factors, including an increase in the age at marriage, 

reduced societal stigmas on virginity and premarital sex, availability of birth control, the 

entrance of women into the workforce, and a rise in divorce rates (Furstenberg, 2014). 

Increases in diverse family types include, but are not limited to, single parent families, 

step families, adoptive families, interracial families, and same-sex parented families 

(Furstenberg, 2014).  

After the U.S. Supreme Court handed down the Loving v. Virginia decision in 

1967, which legalized interracial marriage in the 16 states where it was banned, more 

than twice as many interracial couples married three years after in 1970, than seven years 

before in 1960 (Frank, 2008; United States Census Bureau, 1998). A similar pattern 

followed the Obergefell v. Hodges decision in 2014, which gave federal legal status to 

longstanding, existing same-sex relationships; there were almost 6% more married same-

sex couples in 2015 than in 2013 (Gates, 2015; USCB, 2013). Diverse families have 

existed for longer than legal institutions have recognized them. Many families have 

existed outside of the legal definition and therefore have not been recognized and 

counted. 

Within the past couple of years, the public approval rating of interracial and same-

sex relationships reflects the relative growth in acceptance of both. According to 



 

 

Rosenthal and Starks (2015), 87% of the American public approves of interracial 

marriage, whereas just over half, at 55%, believe that same-sex couples should be 

allowed to marry. Additionally, a Gallup report (Gallup, 2014) cites that 63% of 

Americans believe that same-sex couples should be allowed to adopt. The fact that the 

latter number is larger is evidence of disagreements about whether same-sex couples 

should be barred from marriage and barred from adoption. In 2000, half a million, or 2.5 

percent of all children, were adopted (Raleigh, 2012). About 200,000 children in 2015 

were being raised by a same-sex couple, and 12% of these children were adopted or in 

foster care (Gates, 2015), with 16,000 couples giving the 22,000 children a home (Gates, 

2013). 

 With these changes in family demographics, one of the biggest societal concerns 

has been the ability of nontraditional families to provide safe, stable upbringings to the 

children in their homes. Decades of research presents the undisputed conclusion that 

marriage promotes stability (Gates, 2015; Pitmentel, 2015). For children and adults alike, 

this comes in the form of both social and financial benefits. Meezan and Rauch (2005) 

and Patterson (2013) point out that additional benefits of marriage include insurance and 

the continuity of care for the child in the case of divorce, or if one parent dies. Regardless 

of the gender of parents, access to the legal institution of marriage has been linked to 

better outcomes for families because as their relationship is accepted by society, children 

are spared the humiliation and stigma of their family being treated as lesser at the federal 

level (Pitmentel, 2015). 

 Conclusions drawn from research in the 1980s were that same-sex relationships 

are inherently unstable and inferior compared to heterosexual relationships, and therefore 



 

 

were not optimal environments for raising children (Gates, 2015). However, research in 

the past decade has shown differences between heterosexual and same-sex couples’ 

relationships, such as cohabitation, separation, and divorce rates, have decreased (Gates, 

2015). The conclusions drawn from a wide body of research have been that same-sex 

couples are successful parents and that their children are well-adjusted (Patterson & 

Goldberg, 2016). Differences that can be seen are related to societal stigma which results 

in more worry about legal recognition and ability to be open about relationships, which 

does not affect parent’s abilities (Patterson & Goldberg, 2016). Individual prejudices 

lessen when people know someone personally who comes out as gay, and through 

exposure to normalizing media portrayals, which leads to overall societal acceptance and 

results in same-sex relationships more closely reflecting opposite-sex relationships 

(Gates, 2015). 

Minority stress, the impact of living in a society which perpetuates institutional 

discrimination, connects societal prejudices such as anti-gay ballot measures and racism 

to chronic negative psychological effects (Fingerhut, Riggle, & Rostosky, 2011; Wallace, 

Nzroo, & Becares, 2016). Specifically, in the LGBTQ community it is called 

homonegativity, which refers to the additional stresses placed on LGBTQ couples in the 

workplace and by extended family members (Dudley, Rosrosky, Riggle, Duhigg, 

Brodnicki, & Couch, 2005). The negative effects of societal prejudices on same-sex 

partnerships can similarly be seen on interracial couples (Rosenthal & Starks, 2015). 

These experiences are compounded with the addition of minority identities, such as 

women of color in same-sex relationships, who experience negative mental health effects 

stemming from discrimination based on their gender, race, and sexual orientation (Jeong, 



 

 

2009). Thus, the sooner that the public’s opinions change to be more accepting and 

inclusive of family diversity, the sooner the lives of gay and lesbian individuals, and 

therefore the lives of the children they are raising, improve as well.   

One way to increase visibility and acceptance of diverse families is through their 

portrayal in literature. TV shows and movies have been increasing their portrayals of 

racially diverse and non-traditional families, but this growth has been slower in the area 

of children’s books. According to Welch (2016, p. 371), “almost 90% of children’s books 

are about white people,” (a calculation which excluded books featuring animal 

characters). A study in South Korea examined the effects that critical reading could have 

on children’s understanding of cultural differences in students as young as preschoolers 

(Kim, 2016). They found that “children asked questions and explored diverse 

perspectives with the teacher, and such discussions helped them to cultivate an emergent 

notion of racial diversity” (Kim, 2016, p. 182). This demonstrates that before children 

enter formal education they can begin to understand the world from diverse perspectives. 

My thesis has two goals. The first goal is to analyze the existing children’s 

literature on same-sex families in two public community libraries to determine what is 

available to children and families to educate them about diverse families. The second 

goal is to write a children’s book that addresses under-represented aspects of same-sex 

families in ways that benefit children’s growth and development.  I begin with a brief 

review of the literature on the well-being of children from same-sex and interracial 

families, before describing the theoretical framework that motivates this study and 

reviewing the research on diversity in children’s literature. 

 



 

 

Literature Review 

Children of Same-Sex Families 

 A study of adoptive families by Farr, Forssell, and Patterson (2010) did not find 

differences between same and opposite-sex parented families in terms of adjustment of 

the adopted child, parenting adjustment, or parenting behaviors. Other caregivers of the 

children corroborated parent reports (Farr, Frossell, & Patterson, 2010). This study was a 

meaningful contribution because most previous studies had only collected data from 

same-sex couples with children from previous opposite-sex marriages and this one 

acknowledged, and found positive results from, additional same-sex family types.  

However, one disadvantage that children who are raised by same-sex couples face 

that others do not, comes not from the gender of their parents, but from their peers and 

society. In a study by Gartrell, Deck, Rodas, Peyser, and Banks (2005), 43% of children 

reported experiencing homophobia due to their parents’ sexual orientation. Despite the 

negative reactions from some peers regarding their parents’ relationships most studies 

continue to find normal, healthy relationships with peers, family, and adults outside of the 

family, all of which is corroborated by external reports (Patterson, 2013). Such resilience 

to stigma has been found, in part, to be due to “impressive psychological strength” 

(Stacey, & Biblarz, 2001, p. 172).  

Children of Interracial Families 

Most of the research that has been done on interracial families has looked at inter-

county adoption. The demographics of American parents who adopt internationally 

include mostly white, middle class, educated couples (Ishizawa, Kenney, Kubo, & 

Stevens, 2006). These couples are more likely to adopt Asian, or Hispanic children than 



 

 

white children (Ishizawa et al., 2006). While non-white parents are likely to adopt 

children of the same race or ethnicity of themselves (Ishizawa et al., 2006). The decision 

of American couples to choose the race of the child that they adopt is rooted in 

perceptions and experiences with race in this country. More than 50% of white couples 

adopt Asian children which may be a reflection of the belief that such children will have 

an easier time assimilating in to American culture than black children (Ishizawa et al., 

2006). Alternatively, non-white parents may seek to avoid the perception that they are a 

nanny for, not raising, a white child (Ishizawa et al., 2006). Many parents more highly 

prioritize a healthy child than one of the same race (Ishizawa et al., 2006). Although, if 

parents are open to adopting a child with special health needs, they are more likely to 

adopt within their race to minimize the interfamily differences (Ishizawa et al., 2006).  

There is an argument, which has been both verified and denounced by various 

studies, that children of color are harmed by being adopted by white families because of 

the parent’s inability to prepare children for the racism and discrimination that they will 

face and their ability to foster the child’s racial identity and connection to cultural roots 

(Ausbook & Russell, 2011; Butler-Sweet, 2011). Although most agree that in-racial 

adoption is ideal, black children wait up to five times longer in foster care than other 

races and research suggests it is more important to find a permanent family for a child 

than match parent and child by race (Butler-Sweet, 2011). Sometimes when white, or 

interracial parents, deliberately expose biracial and black children to black culture, it is 

only urban street culture, which perpetuates stereotypes and leads children to believe that 

they are acting white rather than acting middle class (Butler-Sweet, 2011). Such 



 

 

confusion belies the importance of the availability of middle class black or interracial 

families in children’s literature.  

Children of Same-Sex, Interracial Families 

White, lesbian couples are more likely than their heterosexual counterparts to 

adopt transracially (Raleigh, 2012). Children of parents who have the same gender and 

different races face the stigma of two minority statuses, but gay and lesbian couples may 

be more prepared than their white heterosexual counterparts to teach children of color the 

survival skills that are gained by living as a minority in this country (Ausbrooks, & 

Russell, 2011). Gay and lesbian couples seem to be specially equipped to help and 

empower older children, non-white children, children who have been abused, and 

children with special needs to succeed and to give them a safe and supportive family in 

which to grow up (Ausbrooks & Russell, 2011). Stemming from their experiences with 

discrimination in this country, same-sex couples develop skills such as flexibility, 

openness, and dealing with adversity as a collective, not individually, which leads to 

gaining role models and mentors in a strengthened community (Ausbrook & Russell, 

2011). As with any white parents, white same-sex couples must also reflect on 

institutional racism and their own privilege to ensure that they respect and help nurture 

their child’s racial identity (Ausbrook & Russell, 2011). Although research has shown 

that same-sex, interracial families are not only not harmful, but beneficial for some 

children (Ausbrook & Russell, 2011), society’s acceptance does not reflect this. 

Therefore, there is a need for more visibility and representation, which can come in the 

form of children’s books. 

 



 

 

Theoretical Frameworks for Studying Family Diversity in Children’s Literature 

 This thesis was guided by the following frameworks: sociocultural theory, gender 

Schema Theory (GST), and critical race theory (CRT). Each of these played a part in 

building a foundation of the importance of scaffolding children’s development as well as 

gender and racial diversity in children’s books. These frameworks guided my approach to 

writing a children’s book featuring same-sex, interracial families with the goal of 

encouraging and nurturing socio-emotional competence in children. 

Sociocultural Theory 

Vygotsky’s theory of sociocultural learning is used here to bolster the idea that 

children’s books are a powerful model for children which shapes their understanding of 

the world (Green & Piel, 2013). According to Vygotsky’s view, society primarily impacts 

children’s development through language. He also believed that language was the 

foundation of thought, which leads to a direct connection from society (Green & Piel, 

2013). Society has the power to point children in certain directions, as they will learn 

from what they see around them.  

When positive societal models are presented, children can learn socioemotional 

competence, the ability to self-regulate, as well as develop positive relationships, 

empathy, and effective communication (Pickens, 2009). Starting at an early age, young 

children can expand their understanding of the world around them via exposure to 

experiences different from their own. When children are exposed to experiences beyond 

their own in a developmentally appropriate manner, they reorganize the way they 

understand and interact with the world. This is a route towards socioemotional 

competence, and it is the key to the development of empathy and is associated with many 



 

 

other positive outcomes later in life, such as academic achievement, competence, and 

mental health (Harper, 2016). Socioemotional competence is also a protective factor 

against stressors such as poverty, parent stress, or harsh parenting practices (Pickens, 

2009).  

 One method of exposure to socioemotional competence is through children’s 

picture books at home, day care, or school. Parents, teachers, and other adults can 

broaden children’s understanding of the world and cultivate sensitivity to and awareness 

of their own and other’s emotions, and promote acceptance and empathetic behavior 

when they use developmentally appropriate, diverse pictures books and discuss their 

content (Harper, 2016). Reading about other’s difficulties enhances a child’s ability to 

understand others; even if they have not experienced such difficulties, the similarities of 

emotions allows children to connect with others (Harper, 2016). This is the act of 

developing empathy. Additionally, social skills can be nurtured when stories present 

relatable, expressive characters who face realistic problems responsibly (Harper, 2016). 

This exposure can build conflict resolution skills, which fosters friendships. Social-

emotional competency also involves developing an understanding of, and control over, 

one’s own emotions and interactions. "Books with engaging stories can validate 

children's emotions, inviting discussion of personal issues and providing valuable 

personal insight for children experiencing emotional distress” (Harper, 2016, p. 85). 

Books with diverse characters, and families fulfill both of these requirements by giving 

children a valid view of their own experiences as well as showing them the experiences 

of others to foster empathy.  



 

 

For many, if not most, children, books are the first glimpse into the world beyond 

their immediate family and community, and what they see affects the foundation of their 

understanding of the world. As a society, we often present children with only one 

perspective -- a view of a world that includes only white, able-bodied individuals, and 

nuclear families. As a result, children grow up with only an understanding of, and 

language for, this narrow view of the world which may not even include themselves, their 

families, and communities. When we expose children to more diverse experiences 

however, we can enhance not only their self-esteem, but empathy towards others as well.  

The term ‘mirror books’ is used to refer to books that reflect back to children their 

own experiences (Johnson, 2015). Writer and lawyer Stacey Lee (2015) states, “When we 

find characters who look like us, or come from the same background, or experience the 

same problems as us, it tells us that we are not alone in the world” (as cited in Johnson, 

2016, p. 54). The children’s books that are currently available dramatically misrepresent 

the current, and changing demographics of this country. As the U.S. becomes 

increasingly diverse, children’s literature has failed to keep up at a similar pace (Hughes-

Hassell, 2013; Koss, 2015). The metaphor of mirror books is extended by Koss (2015) to 

include comparing diverse books to windows, which allow readers to see into another 

world, and doors, which enable the passing between worlds via the stories of others. 

Gender Schema Theory 

Gender schema theory (GST) presents the idea that children’s gender identity 

development is affected by the depictions of gender to which they are exposed (Koss, 

2015). An analysis by Koss (2015) found that most children’s books depicted male main 

characters and that female characters, when presented, were usually shown in traditional 



 

 

roles (e.g., mother). Although a lot of the research on the existence and importance of 

these types of books are on adolescents, it is just as vital, if not more so, to establish such 

paradigms in younger children. Children begin to develop an understanding on gender at 

the age of 2 and solidify their stereotypes by the time they are 7 years old (Aina & 

Cameron, 2011). Intervening in these early childhood years is a crucial period for setting 

the foundation for exposure to and acceptance of family diversity, including same-sex 

and interracial families. 

There is no research on the impact of the portrayal of same-sex families in 

children’s literature. Among books that do not feature same-sex families specifically, but 

do focus on family life, Anderson and Hamilton (2005) analyzed 200 books and found 

that “fathers were significantly unrepresented, and they were presented as unaffectionate 

and indolent in terms of feeding, carrying babies, and talking with children” (p. 149). 

These results highlight the importance of positive, nurturing fathers in children’s 

literature, including those in same-sex relationships. 

Critical Race Theory 

Another relevant theory when examining diverse children’s literature is critical 

race theory (CRT), which posits that racism is the norm in the U.S. and uses tools to 

acknowledge that and bring non-stereotyped stories to the forefront (Asimeng-Boahene, 

2010; Koss, 2015). Counter-storytelling is the practice of telling stories that contradict 

myths or telling stories not often represented (Koss, 2015). “Counter-storytelling 

embraces the use of languages, skills, attitudes, interests, and concerns that reflect and 

validate culturally and linguistically diverse children” (Asimeng-Boahene, 2010, p. 434). 

This tool has the double effect of giving minorities a voice and challenging the 



 

 

ethnocentrism of the majority (Highes-Hassell, 2013). I employed this tactic by creating 

main characters in my story who were non-white and who did not perpetuate racial 

stereotypes. 

Thesis Goals 

 

Based on the studies and theoretical frameworks reviewed above, my thesis had 

two goals. The first goal involved conducting a study to analyze the books available at 

two local libraries for topics relevant to same-sex and same-sex and interracial families. 

The second goal was to apply the results of the study in inform writing a book featuring 

same-sex, interracial families with the intention of expanding and nurturing young 

children’s socioemotional development.  

Study: Children’s Library Book Analysis 

Method 

 Procedure. To address the first goal of my thesis, I examined the availability of 

children’s books about same-sex families to gauge the diversity of books at two different 

libraries in the state of Oregon. I chose the Corvallis-Benton County Public Library 

(CBCPL) and the Multnomah County Library (MCL), because they represent urban and 

rural counties in Oregon. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2016), in 2015 the 

population of Multnomah County was 790,294 and the Benton County population was 

87,572 (USCB, 2016a). Websites for both libraries allow anyone to search the entire 

collection available online.  

Using each library’s database, I searched for children’s books that meet the 

following criteria: (a) the book includes mention of parents who are in a same-sex 

relationship, (b) the book targets children age 3-7 or preschool through second grade, and 



 

 

(c) the text is in English. To find books that meet the first criterion, I used the search 

terms “gay parents”, “same-sex marriage,” “lesbians,” “gay dads/fathers,” 

“homosexuality,” “children of gay parents,” and “lesbian moms.” then narrowed the filter 

down to children’s books. I also used a list provided by the MCL website of ‘LGBTQ 

Inclusive Picture Books’ that was created by a librarian in the King County (Seattle, WA) 

library system as a resource to ensure that my search terms had found all available books 

for the categories. For the second criterion, I used information for the library site or 

outside sources to determine for which age group the book was written. On the MCL site, 

each page provides a summary of the book, as well as formal and user reviews. 

Sometimes the appropriate ages for the book are given, and I excluded the ones that were 

written for children over the age of 8. The CBCPL site provides less information than the 

MCL site, so the MCL site was used for overlapping books. When the library sites did 

not provide the age information, I searched Amazon and Barnes & Noble websites. One 

book, Zak’s Safari, has its own website, which states the age as well as a read through of 

the book which elucidates the racial characterization. For the third criterion, I excluded 

books written in Spanish, but included one, Antonio’s Card, that is bilingual. 

Although not a criterion for inclusion, one factor that was important for this thesis 

was whether a book also covered racial diversity in families. I was not interested in every 

book which featured interracial families, but I wanted to know what percentage of books 

about same-sex families included interracial couples or non-white children. I used the 

provided picture of the book to determine the race(s) of the characters. If it was unclear 

or did not include all characters, I searched the title of the book in Amazon which 



 

 

provides a preview of several pages of a book. Other sources were also used including 

video readings and previews from YouTube and Barron’s Edu. 

Originally included in the coding schema were categories for normalized/casual 

and for explicit books. This was designed to explore the nature of the presentation of 

same-sex parents in children’s literature. These sections were left out of Figure 1 because 

every book fell into the explicit category and none fit into the normalized/casual 

category. Every book that included same-sex parents was specifically about the make-up 

of the family and was explicit in the language validating these families. Investigation into 

books available beyond the scope of these two libraries reveals books with casual 

inclusions of same-sex parents like Belinda’s Bouquet, which is about a young girl who 

struggles with body image and whose best friend’s two moms help her accept her body 

(Newman, 1989a).  

I would like to note that the first book written featuring lesbian parents, Heather 

Has Two Mommies, written in 1989, was unavailable in its original edition at either 

library. This is reflected in tables 1, 2, 3 and 4 by an asterisk by the book. Later editions 

were published in 2000, 2009, and 2015 which include changes of varying degrees from 

the original including language and illustrations. A note on the MCL page clarifies that 

the revised edition they provide leaves out information about the main character’s 

conception and birth. 

Measures. I chose the following labels to code because I felt that they both gave 

an accurate representation of the diversity of books available and fell within the scope of 

my research. This resulted in a number of categories that searched specifically for same-

sex families and those which additionally coded for racial diversity. Books were marked 



 

 

under moms if the main family featured lesbian moms. Books were coded as dads if the 

main family had two dads. If a book featured a character with an uncle who had a male 

partner is was coded under uncles. Books that featured animals in same-sex families 

instead of humans were coded in the animal category. Books that mentioned that the 

main character had been targeted by peers because of their family were marked as stigma. 

Books that mentioned adoption as a method of creating a family were marked as 

adoption. If a book featured white parents and a white child it was coded as white. Books 

that featured interracial parents was marked as interracial couple. If the main character in 

a book was not white the book was labeled nonwhite child. Books that featured a number 

of different families, not focusing on one specifically, but validating all family types was 

marked family diversity. 

Results 

 As shown in Figure 1, my search found 34 and 17 books with same-sex parents 

for English literate children, aged 3-7, at the MCL and CBCPL libraries, respectively. 

There are 11 books found at both libraries; MCL system has 23 books that the CBCPL 

system does not, and the CBCPL has 6 that the MCL does not. Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4 

provide a summary of the number of books that meet each criterion and additional 

characteristics. The publication date of the books ranged from 1990 to 2016; the average 

year that books were written was 2007 for both libraries.  

At the MCL and CBCPL libraries respectively, books with two moms made up 38 

and 53 percent of total books offered. Twenty-three and 35 percent of the books at each 

library offered books featuring families with two dads. The same two books at both 

libraries feature an uncle and his male partner. Three books at MCL and one at CBCPL 



 

 

feature animal characters in same-sex parented families instead of humans. Both libraries 

have three books in which the main character faces stigma for their family make-up, two 

of them are the same books. Twenty-four and 12 percent of books at each library 

respectively address adoption. Books with white children and white parents made up 38 

and 76 percent of books at each library respectively. Eleven books (i.e., 32 %) featured 

interracial couples at MCL, and there were none at CBCPL. Books featuring main 

characters who are not white represented 23 percent of books at MCL and 18 at CBCPL. 

Family diversity is represented in 35 and six percent of the books respectively.  

Discussion 

The goal of analyzing books at both libraries was to both elucidate the 

discrepancies in the availability of diverse books at urban and rural libraries as well as 

determine appropriateness of overall representation of same-sex, interracial families. The 

population of Multnomah County is nine times the size of Benton County, but they only 

have twice as many books fitting the criteria for this study. When looking exclusively at 

books about same-sex parents at both libraries, two thirds of the books featured mothers, 

whereas one third was about fathers. There are no formal statistics for the number of 

children who have gay uncles in this country, but it is an important perspective to present 

children so they understand that although they might not have same-sex parents, they 

may have same-sex couples in their family, whether they be grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

cousins, or siblings. The number of books that feature animal characters is small, which 

leaves the most room for human characters with whom children are better able to 

identify. Although the category for animals characters is appropriately small, the other 

section with appropriate representation is adoption, with an equal or greater 



 

 

representation found at the libraries compared to the population. As cited earlier, almost 

half of children report facing stigma for their same-sex parents, which leaves this topic 

dramatically underrepresented at both libraries. 

The racial demographics of each county show that in 2015 the populations were 

84 and 91 percent white, respectively (USCB, 2016b). Despite the fact that these closely 

match the character representation in the books analyzed, it is only half of the battle to 

ensure that children are seeing themselves in their media. It is equally important that they 

are exposed to the experiences of others, including those of different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds, and this is the perspective lacking within both library systems. Based on 

data gathered by the USCB in 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2012, and 2014 comparing 

the percent of interracial married and unmarried opposite and same-sex couples, same-

sex couples of both genders have higher rates of interracial relationships, which is not 

reflected in the books analyzed (USCB, 2005; USCB, 2006; USCB, 2007; USCB, 2008; 

USCB, 2009; USCB, 2012; USCB, 2014). Nationwide, almost half (48%) of children 

(under 18) in 2014 were Black, American Indian and Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian 

and Pacific Islander, Asian, Hispanic, or two or more races, and that is expected to rise to 

64% by 2060 (Colby & Ortman, 2015). Public libraries should reflect the diversity seen 

across the country and change as the demographics do, something that the MCL and 

CBCPL systems do not do presently.  

Books that feature a variety of family and cultural representations are important 

for children to overall get exposure to diversity, but they lack the depth necessary for 

children to truly gain an understanding of same-sex parented families. The results of this 

Study show differences in representation between libraries as well as distinct areas in 



 

 

which both libraries lack representation. The rural library system demonstrates a lack of 

racial diversity within books that portrayed same-sex parents. The results show a need, 

greater in the rural library system, for books featuring non-white main characters to 

increase exposure to diverse family types and, in turn, reduce stigma. 

Application: Creation of a Children’s Book 

 To fill the representation gaps that exist in current children’s literature as 

described in the Study, I will write a book featuring a non-white main character with 

interracial mothers who gets teased at school and learns about what family is while going 

through the process of receiving an adopted sibling. I chose to write a children’s book 

about same-sex families because it encompasses several things I am very passionate 

about: children, reading, and the LGBTQ community. As a child, I sought out books I 

identified with and I want to enable children to discover the power and joy in finding 

safety and solace in identifying with the stories of others. I will also be raising foster and 

adopted children with a same-sex partner in the future and want to contribute to the 

literature to which my children will someday identify.  

One issue that came up while I wrote highlights the need to expose the world to 

LGBTQ families: When typing in a Microsoft Word document, the spell checker tries to 

correct the statement ‘her moms’ to ‘her mom’s’ because it does not think it is 

grammatically correct to refer to having multiple moms. The language that we, as a 

society use, and that we expose children to is so important; we need to ensure that we are 

giving children safe language to avoid the perpetuation of old, problematic phrases such 

as “homosexual” and “lifestyle” and to make saying “her moms” everyday speech. As I 

addressed through the dialogue in my book, children pick up on and repeat the language 



 

 

and ideas they hear from their parents, whether it is directed at them or not. My intention 

is that parents and teachers who read with children can, themselves, change the language 

they use and become role models. 

The election of Donald Trump as the next president of the United States came as I 

was finishing this thesis, and it changed the perspective and context of minorities and 

their families in this country. Relying on anecdotes, rather than state or government 

numbers which are not yet available, in the three days following the election, 201 reports 

of harassment and intimidation were reported across social media and in direct 

submissions to the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Hatewatch (SPLC; Southern Poverty 

Law Center, 2016). The highest instances by far were anti-black, followed by anti-

immigrant, anti-Muslim, and then anti-LGBT (SPLC, 2016). The incidents were 

predominately taking place in schools, k-12 and universities (SPLC, 2016). I do not fear 

losing rights for same-sex couples to marry in this country given how monumental the 

task of reversing a Supreme Court decision is, but there are so many other rights not 

protected by the federal government that could affect families including housing, jobs, 

and adoption. Given this new reality of life as a minority, especially those trying to create 

and support families in this country, it is with heightened urgency that I put this work 

forward and double down on my efforts to empower minorities, especially children, and 

educate everyone through literature. 

To me, exposing children to books that validate their existence when society does 

not, means empowering them to achieve everything they want throughout their lives, 

even when stymied by a society that defines them by one attribute. A perfect example of 

the importance of empowering every child is Barack Obama. He was born in 1961 to a 



 

 

couple who was not allowed to marry in 22 states because of their races, but that did not 

stop their biracial child from growing up to become President of the United States (Frank, 

2008). Maybe a child with two dads born a few years ago will blaze a trail for everyone 

placed in a box to not just step out of, but shatter, the notion that people can be labeled 

and confined based on who they are. 

One way we are kept from giving a voice to those who need it most is by 

restricting access to books, seemingly the greatest crime of a free society. During four out 

of five years between 2006 and 2010, And Tango Makes Three (2005) was the most 

challenged book in the United Sates (in 2009 it was second) in 2012 it was fourth, and in 

2014, it was third (ALA, 2016). The reasons given for challenging the book were “anti-

ethnic, anti-family, homosexuality, religious viewpoint, sexism, and unsuited to age 

group” (ALA, 2016, para. 9). The authors of And Tango Makes Three were a gay male 

couple who were interested in starting a family when they read about the penguin pair in 

a New York Times article, and they wanted to create a book in which children saw their 

same-sex families represented as well as to help their classmates understand different 

families (Young, 2011). The authors cited knowing before the book was published that it 

might cause problems, which was confirmed as soon as the process started as a potential 

illustrator turned them down due to concerns about the content (Young, 2011).  An 

example of a much subtler method used to erase LBGTQ content and characters are the 

changes made to subsequent editions of Heather Has Two Mommies (Newman, 1989b). 

As noted earlier in the methods section the original edition is not available at either 

library included in this thesis. Further investigation of other west coast metropolitan 

library systems had the same result. The Seattle library system has only the 2015 edition, 



 

 

and the San Francisco library system has the 1989, 2000, 2009, and 2015 editions, but the 

1989 version is for library use only.  The changes across the books include the loss of the 

words NO NUKES across one mom’s shirt, the complete removal of eight of the first 

eleven pages which cover the parents’ relationship development and the main character’s 

conception and birth in explicit language, the deletion of the page where the teacher 

comforts the upset main character about not having a dad, and the gradual exclusion of 

the details of the other families of children in the class, including the children’s family 

portraits (Newman, 1989; 2009; 2015).  

It is imperative to recognize the adults who are the source of literature for 

children. Getting diverse books into the hands of children means reaching their parents, 

child care providers, and teachers. Many school districts have required books at every 

level, and adding important additional reading can be difficult (Johnson, 2016). Johnson 

and Koss (2016) indicated that "another issue was whether diverse books should be 

shelved separately to build awareness or together with the other books in a collection or 

library" (p. 55). Both have been argued with the intent of getting books into the hands of 

children in the best way possible. 

Method 

Book summary. Once it was clear that I wanted to write a children’s book about 

same-sex families, I was faced with a multitude of directions in which to take this project. 

The LGBTQ community is so much more than just the stereotyped feminine men, and 

butch/femme partnerships between women, all of whom are white. There are countless 

body types, races, disabilities, and gender identities and sexual orientations that exist 

within the LGBTQ community and many of them are raising children who came to them 



 

 

in a number of ways. I struggled with which of the many aspects I wished to focus on and 

how many I could include while giving them all the attention they deserve at an age-

appropriate level. I thought about presenting gender nonconforming children, but I 

decided that this book would focus on LGBTQ parents. I decided to include gay and 

lesbian families, facing stigma at school, adoption, and race. 

The book I wrote is about a girl named Olivia who has two moms. One day she 

gets picked on by a girl who says that her parents say that having two moms is wrong and 

means they are not a family. Olivia tells her moms what happened and they have a 

conversation about how some families have two moms or two dads, and some people do 

not like families like theirs, but they are still a family. Then she learns that two boys in 

her class have two dads. Olivia’s moms adopt a baby girl. Her moms suggest having a 

playdate with the boys at their house. While there, Olivia gets to meet their dads and 

learns that they are adopted too. Olivia realizes that families can look very different, but 

this does not mean they do not love each other very much. 

Character development. At the beginning of the story Olivia is confused about 

her family, but then she has a conversation with her moms who reassure her that she is 

loved and that her family is valid which gives her a new sense of confidence. She then 

makes a new friend based on their mutual family types. She is given an opportunity to 

further expand her understanding of what it means to be part of a family when she meets 

all of Jack and Sams’s family and learns that family can look different, but that they are 

all beautiful. I made an effort not to put both Olivia’s mom and mamma in each scene, 

but to show them as separate and unique people. 



 

 

Themes. Family is the largest theme in the book as Olivia learns about what 

family means and what it looks like. Diversity is also a huge theme in this book and 

because it is aimed at younger children, the differences between people are external. 

Writing Process. I do not have any experience writing for a children’s audience, 

but I have spent a lot of time with children and reading children’s books with them. I 

have always found it interesting which books hold their attention, which illustrations are 

engaging and have depth, and which books need to be read at least twice in a sitting. I 

turned to the community of people who share a passion for writing for children and 

sought tips and advice for my writing process. I also used previous OSU Honors College 

thesis works as formatting guides throughout this process as I completed a project similar 

to Brooke Standifer, Michelle Kerrigan, Jessica Newgard, Oresta Tolmach, and Rifiha 

Bitar. 

Age. For my target age group (i.e., 3-7), dialogue and pictures are the most 

accessible. I chose to write in third-person limited point of view for a couple of reasons. 

Third person is easiest for younger children to follow because they have a harder time 

getting into the head of someone else, so to speak. I also chose to follow only one 

character so that young readers do not get confused. The story is written in present tense, 

so that children feel more connected to the story and help convey an understanding that 

this can happen.  

Results 

 The book can be found in the Appendix. 

 

 



 

 

Discussion 

The second goal of this thesis was to write a children’s book which was informed 

by an analysis of local library books and designed to be a mirror, as well as a window, to 

reflect experiences and open minds to diverse families.  The strengths of this book 

include using the data gathered from local libraries to create a book that approaches 

diverse families in appropriate and unique ways. One limitation of this study is the 

narrowness of the characters; there are countless combinations of race and gender that 

can fill many books, and although the choices to include the ones here were guided by 

research and analysis, there are a number of other identities and families that also deserve 

voices through books of their own including trans parents, additional races of both main 

characters, parents, and siblings, as well as inclusion of characters with disabilities. 

Another limitation is the explicit nature of the story. Although the explicit style was 

important for the creation of this thesis, there is a dire need for books aimed at this age 

(i.e., 3-7) with casual inclusion of same-sex, interracial families. I am aware this project 

seems incomplete without the illustrations which would truly bring it to life, and I will 

continue to work to put this into the hands of children after the completion of this thesis. 

Overall Discussion 

With the changes in families that have become pervasive across the U.S. comes a 

need for visibility for diverse families, and especially their children, for the benefit of 

both the children and their peers. The stigma that children with same-sex parents face 

leaves them with an increased need for empowerment and a voice. The children who live 

in traditional (i.e., heterosexual) or majority families (i.e., white) can benefit from 



 

 

opportunities to learn about others’ experiences and grow and nurture understanding of 

diversity.  

This thesis moved through a process of establishing the existence and 

vulnerabilities of children of same-sex and interracial parents and then presented a 

solution through books and socioemotional literacy. The writing of the book was built on 

an analysis of current selections of diverse books as well as the author’s personal 

experiences with children and picture books. Although the academic goal of this thesis 

has been met, the tangible changes will be an ongoing process to publish, and to 

empower and foster empathy in children and their families through literature. 
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Table 1 

 

Same-Sex Family Representation in Multnomah County Library Books (N = 34) 

 
 

Book Year Moms Dads Uncles Animals Stigma 

A Tale of Two Daddies 2010 
 

x 
   

A Tale of Two Mommies 2011 x 
    

ABC 2000 
     

All Families Are Special 2003 
     

And Tango Makes Three 2005 
 

x 
 

x 
 

Antonio's Card 2005 x 
   

x 

Daddy's Roommate 1990 
 

x 
   

Daddy's Wedding 1996 
 

x 
   

Daddy, Papa, and Me 2009 
 

x 
   

Donovan's Big Day 2011 x 
    

Families 2015 
     

Families, Families, Families! 2015 
   

x 
 

Heather Has Two Mommies* 2000 x 
   

x 

How My Family Came to Be: Daddy, 

Papa, and Me 

2003 
 

x 
   

In Our Mother's House 2009 x 
    

Keesha & Her Two Moms Go Swimming 2010 x 
    

King & King & Family 2004 
 

x 
   

Love is What Makes us a Family 2016 x 
    

Molly's Family 2004 x 
   

x 

Mom and Mum Are Getting Married! 2005 x 
    

Mommy, Mama, and Me 2009 x 
    

Monday is One Day 2011 
     

My Two Uncles 1995 
  

x 
  

One Family 2015 
     

Real Sisters Pretend 2016 x 
    

Stella Bring the Family 2015 
 

x 
   

The Family Book 2003 
     

The Great Big Book of Families 2011 
     

The White Swan Express 2002 x 
    

This Day in June 2014 
     

This is My Family 2012 
     

Uncle Bobby's Wedding 2008 
  

x x 
 

What Makes a Baby 2013 
     

Zak's Safari 2015 x 
    

*Coding was based on the 2000 version of this book. 
Note.  Books received an x by them for the first three categories if the main same-sex couple was moms, dads, or uncles. The animal 

category was for books with all animal characters. The stigma category was for books which addressed the main character dealing 

with stigma for their parent’s relationship. 
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Table 2 
Same-Sex and Interracial Family Representation in Multnomah County Library Books (N = 34) 
 

Book Year Adoption White 

Interracial 

Couples 

Non-white 

Child 

Family 

Diversity 

A Tale of Two Daddies 2010  x    

A Tale of Two Mommies 2011    x  

ABC 2000   x x  

All Families Are Special 2003 x  x  x 

And Tango Makes Three 2005 x*     

Antonio's Card 2005   x x  

Daddy's Roommate 1990  x    

Daddy's Wedding 1996  x    

Daddy, Papa, and Me 2009  x    

Donovan's Big Day 2011  x    

Families 2015 x    x 

Families, Families, Families! 2015     x 

Heather Has Two Mommies* 2000  x    

How My Family Came to Be: 

Daddy, Papa, and Me 

2003 

x   x  

In Our Mother's House 2009 x   x  

Keesha & Her Two Moms Go 

Swimming 

2010 

  x x x 

King & King & Family 2004 x x    

Love is What Makes us a 

Family 

2016 

 x    

Molly's Family 2004  x    

Mom and Mum Are Getting 

Married! 

2005 

 x    

Mommy, Mama, and Me 2009   x   

Monday is One Day 2011   x  x 

My Two Uncles 1995  x    

One Family 2015   x  x 

Real Sisters Pretend 2016 x  x x  

Stella Bring the Family 2015  x    

The Family Book 2003   x  x 

The Great Big Book of 

Families 

2011 

  x  x 

The White Swan Express 2002 x   x x 

This Day in June 2014   x  x 

This is My Family 2012  x   x 

Uncle Bobby's Wedding 2008      

What Makes a Baby 2013     x 

Zak's Safari 2015      
*Coding was based on the 2000 version of this book. 
Note. Books were marked with an x in the first column if adoption was mentioned. If all of the main characters were white, the book 

was marked in the white category. If there were couples and/or main child depicted were interracial or not white, the book got an x for 

the category interracial couples and/or not white child. Books marked family diversity featured multiple family types. 
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Table 3 

 

Same-Sex Family Representation in Corvallis-Benton County Public Library Books (N = 

17) 

 
 

Books Year Moms Dads Uncles Animals Stigma 

A Tale of Two Daddies 2010 
 

x 
   

A Tale of Two Mommies 2011 x 
    

Donovan's Big Day 2011 x 
    

Heather Has Two Mommies* 2009 x 
   

x 

In Our Mother's House 2009 x 
    

King & King & Family 2004 
 

x 
   

Molly's Family 2004 x 
   

x 

Mom and Mum Are Getting 

Married! 

2005 x 
    

Monika's Papa is Tall 2006 
 

x 
   

My Two Dads 2016 
 

x 
   

My Two Moms 2016 x 
    

My Two Uncles 1995 
  

x 
  

One Dad, Two Dads, Brown 

Dad, Blue Dads 

2004 
 

x 
   

Operation Marriage 2011 x 
   

x 

Saturday is Pattyday 1993 x 
    

Stella Bring the Family 2015 
 

x 
   

Uncle Bobby's Wedding 2008 
  

x x 
 

*Coding was based on the 2009 version of this book. 

Note.  Books received an x by them for the first three categories if the main same-sex couple was moms, dads, or uncles. The animal 
category was for books with all animal characters. The stigma category was for books which addressed the main character dealing 

with stigma for their parent’s relationship. 
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Table 4 

 

Same-Sex and Interracial Family Representation in Corvallis-Benton County Public 

Library Books (N = 17) 

 

Books Year Adoption White 

Interracial 

Couples 

Non-white 

Child 

Family 

Diversity 

A Tale of Two Daddies 2010  x    

A Tale of Two Mommies 2011    x  

Donovan's Big Day 2011  x    

Heather Has Two 

Mommies* 

2009 

 x    

In Our Mother's House 2009 x   x  

King & King & Family 2004 x x    

Molly's Family 2004  x    

Mom and Mum Are 

Getting Married! 

2005 

 x    

Monika's Papa is Tall 2006  x    

My Two Dads 2016  x    

My Two Moms 2016  x    

My Two Uncles 1995  x    

One Dad, Two Dads, 

Brown Dad, Blue Dads 

2004 

   x x 

Operation Marriage 2011  x    

Saturday is Pattyday 1993  x    

Stella Bring the Family 2015  x    

Uncle Bobby's Wedding 2008      
*Coding was based on the 2009 version of this book. 
Note. Books were marked with an x in the first column if adoption was mentioned. If all of the main characters were white, the book 

was marked in the white category. If there were couples and/or main child depicted were interracial or not white, the book got an x for 

the category interracial couples and/or not white child. Books marked family diversity featured multiple family types.  
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Figure 1.  

Same-Sex and Interracial Family Representation in Multnomah County Library (MCL) 

and Corvallis-Benton County Public Library (CBCPL) Books 
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Appendix 

OLIVIA’S FAMILY 

This is Olivia. She is five years old, goes to kindergarten, has two moms, a pet hamster, 

and no brothers or sisters.  

(Illustration: child’s drawing of a family including a little black girl, one white mom, one 

bi-racial mom and a hamster) 

 

One day at school, during outside time, Olivia was playing with Sarah and Jordan. 

“Let’s play house!” said Sarah, “I want to be the mom and Jordan will be the baby.” 

“I’ll be the other mom,” said Olivia. 

“That’s not how it works,” said Sarah “If I’m the mom, you have to be the dad.” 

“But I have two moms,” said Olivia. 

“That’s not right, my parents say that a family is a mom and a dad,” said Sarah. 

Olivia didn’t think her family was wrong, but she felt hurt by what Sarah said.  

“I’ll be the dad,” said Jordan. 

“Okay, then I’ll be the baby,” Olivia said. “Let’s pretend this is the kitchen” 

(I: three little girls on a playground, Sarah is white, Jordan is black, Olivia pointing to a 

picnic bench) 

 

On the way home that day, Olivia’s mamma asked how school was. 

“It was good,” said Olivia, “but when we were playing house, Sarah said that I couldn’t 

be the other mom because there HAD to be a mom and dad, but I don’t have a dad!” 
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“Some people think that a mom and a dad are the only way to make a family,” Olivia’s 

mamma told her. “Just because you have two moms doesn’t mean we’re not a family.” 

“Then what is a family?” asked Olivia. 

“A family is people who love and take care of each other, just like you, your mom, and I 

do.” 

“Oh, okay,” said Olivia. 

“Do you remember what’s happening this weekend?” Her mamma asked. 

“Yes!” said Olivia. “Can I have popcorn as a snack when we get home?” 

“Sure,” said her mamma 

(I: Mamma driving, Olivia on a booster seat in the back) 

 

Later that night, as Olivia’s mom was tucking her into bed Olivia thought of another 

question. 

“How come I don’t have a dad?” asked Olivia. 

“Because your mamma and I wanted to marry a girl instead of a boy.” 

 “Am I gonna marry a girl or a boy?” Olivia asked 

“You can marry a girl or a boy. Anyone can marry whoever they choose,” her mom said.  

“Oh, okay,” said Olivia. 

Then her mom asked, “Do you remember what’s happening this weekend?” 

 “Yeah, mamma already asked me” replied Olivia, rolling her eyes at her silly moms. 

“Goodnight sweetie,” said her mom. 

“Good night Mom.” 

(I: Olivia in bed with mom sitting on the edge) 
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The next day at school was show and tell. It was a boy named Jack and his twin Sam’s 

turn to bring something. When the teacher said it was time, Jack and Sam ran to the door 

and pulled someone in from the hallway. It was a firefighter!  

“This is our dad!” said Jack proudly. “He fights fires!” 

Sam added, “Our other dad does too, but he had to work today” 

“Jack and Sam have two dads?!” thought Olivia. “Just like I have two moms!” Olivia 

listened carefully as Jack and Sam, and their dad talked to the class about what it’s like to 

be a firefighter, but she wanted to know more about having two dads! Was it the same as 

having two moms? Were they a family? Did Jack and Sam not have any moms? 

(I: Diverse group of children sitting in a circle in a classroom with the Asian teacher 

sitting off to the side and Jack, Sam, who are identical and Latino and their dad, who is 

white standing at the front) 

 

Olivia waited until dinner time to tell her moms about what she learned at school during 

show and tell. 

 “Do you want to have a playdate with Jack and Sam?” Olivia’s mom asked. 

“Yes! Then we can play house however we want!” Said Olivia thinking about how Sarah 

would only play one kind of house.  

“Tomorrow is the weekend, are you ready for what’s going to happen?” Mamma asked 

“Yes! I am really excited to get a sister!” Olivia knew her sister was a baby who was in 

another mommy’s tummy, but was coming to live with them.  

 (I: Olivia, mom, and mamma sitting at a dinner table) 
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The next afternoon, Olivia and her mom were waiting at home when mamma walked in 

holding Olivia’s new sister.  

“I wanna see her!” Said Olivia excitedly. 

Mamma handed the baby to mom and they all sat down on the couch. The baby had the 

same color skin as her! 

“What’s her name? Can I play house with her? Can she sleep in my room?” Olivia had so 

many questions about her new sister. 

“Her name is Rebecca, we can call her Becca, and she’s too young to play right now, but 

you can be a good big sister and take care of her until she’s old enough to play with you,” 

replied mamma. 

“And she’s going to sleep in the crib in our room for a while” said mom. 

(I: Mamma, mom holding Becca, and Olivia sitting on the couch) 

 

Olivia loved her new sister, and tried to be a good big sister, even though Becca was too 

young to play. Olivia helped her moms feed, play with, and hold Becca, and sometimes 

they all went on walks together. Olivia drew a new picture of her family. 

(I: Four separate pictures: Olivia holding the baby while sitting in a rocking chair in her 

parent’s room while mom holds a bottle; mamma sitting on the couch, watching Olivia 

make faces at Becca while she lies on a play mat; and mamma pushing a stroller while 

mom and Olivia walk alongside holding hands. One picture is another child’s drawing of 

the family) 
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One day, it was time for Olivia and her mom to go to Jack and Sam’s house for a 

playdate. Their two dads opened the door. Olivia noticed that they both looked like her 

mom, and neither looked like Jack and Sam.  

“We have tons of Legos, wanna see?” asked Jack. 

“Yeah,” Said Olivia. She decided she would ask about their dads later. 

“They’re all in the playroom in the basement, papa’s helping us build an army” Sam 

added. 

(I: Jack, Sam, and both dads standing in the doorway, with Olivia and mom standing 

outside) 

 

Jack and Sam’s papa was really good at building airplanes. Jack liked making ships, and 

Olivia and Sam made people and cars. 

(I: Jack, and the boy’s papa, sitting, while Olivia and Sam lay on their stomachs in an 

open, finished basement surrounded by Legos) 

 

 

Later, they all went upstairs for a snack that Jack and Sam’s daddy had made. 

“How come you look the same, but your dads are different? Olivia asked. 

“We were born at the exact same time, and then our daddy and papa took us home” Jack 

said. 

“Cause we’re adopted” Sam added, his mouth full of food. 

“My sister is adopted” said Olivia. “Her name is Rebecca, but we call her Becca and she 

looks like me, but we’re adopted sisters.” 
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“Cool. Do you wanna go build a fort in our room?” Asked Jack. 

(I: Jack, Sam, and Olivia sitting around a child sized table in the corner of a kitchen) 

 

Later that night Olivia told her moms about her playdate with Jack and Sam. 

“Jack and Sam are adopted too, but they all love each other, so they’re a family like we 

are!” 

“That’s right sweetheart,” said her mamma. 

 (I: Olivia and her moms sitting at the dining room table) 

THE END 
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