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Introduction
People of Latina/o1 origin make up the second largest ethnic group in the United States.
Consequently, the Spanish language is the second most widely spoken language in the United
States (Census Bureau). Thus, it is no surprise that learning Spanish as a second language has
become increasingly popular both in the education system and within the comforts of the home.
One such way that young children are being introduced to Spanish is through semi-bilingual
picture books that incorporate both Spanish and English in a comfortable, entertaining, and
casual educational format.
A semi-bilingual picture book is a work that is written mostly in English, with infrequent,
yet deliberate, incorporation of Spanish words and phrases for textual and linguistic effect
(Agosto). These texts differ from other fully bilingual picture books, which often provide both
the English and the Spanish text on facing pages (Agosto). Fully bilingual texts, as opposed to
semi-bilingual texts, presume knowledge of a sufficient level of Spanish and English by the
reader. Dissimilarly, semi-bilingual picture books are open to all levels of Spanish language
learners, with the addition of glossaries and literal word translations within them. As the majority
of the text is in English however, a sufficient base knowledge of English is necessary. Both such
texts have been used to aid in language study and promote bilingual learning in classrooms and
1

Debates around the terms Hispanic and Latina/o exist, specifically in regards to the
generalizing effect that these “umbrella” terms have in regards to ethnic identity. As I understand
the diversity of identities that are clumped under “umbrella” terms such as Latina/o, Hispanic,
Mexican Americans, and Chicana/os, I must also remain consistent throughout my paper. I chose
to use the term Latina/o over Hispanic to identify Spanish-speaking individuals within the United
States for a couple of reasons. The term Latina/o can be seen as subversive; it has been used by
academia to challenge the use of the U.S. hegemonic term Hispanic. While the term Hispanic has
been imposed on all Spanish-speaking individuals, the term Latina/o has been chosen, and
responds to this form of U.S. colonialism (Martín Alcoff). As I find it crucial to challenge
dominant ideology through semi-bilingual children’s texts, I find it equally important to do so in
my paper.
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homes around the country, as the welcoming format and colorful illustrations entice young
readers to participate in informal language learning. The incorporation of familiar Spanish words
and phrases can also provide children with insecurities about their English reading skills the
needed confidence to successfully read a book written mostly in their second language (Agosto).
A well-written, semi-bilingual picture book can capture the cadence and rhythmic nature
of the Spanish language and, when paired with wonderful illustration, can produce a natural
bilingual environment (Agosto). “Spanish words and phrases hold considerable potential for
enhancing the realism and cultural authenticity of an English-based text, specifically by creating
powerful bilingual images of characters, settings and themes” (Barrera and Quiroa 247). Cultural
authenticity is more than just political correctness; it hinges on the inclusion of cultural values,
beliefs, facts, and attitudes as well as the incorporation of rich cultural details in which members
of the culture represented accept and believe as true themselves (Short and Fox 2003).
Additionally, incorporation of grammatically and lexically accurate language and realistic
dialogue between characters can work to create cultural authenticity. Culturally authentic
children’s books can unite children from different cultures and backgrounds. The presentation
and depiction of children from different ethnicities and cultures, participating and enjoying kid
activities and experiencing similar emotions and feelings etc., can uncover the vast similarities
between all children rather than the differences. These texts have the ability to not only introduce
young children to another language but to another culture as well, making them extremely
relevant to the diverse lives of children living in the United States, a “melting pot” society.
Stories like these are of great importance to our children and our society today, for “when
a group has been marginalized and oppressed, the cultural functions of story can take on even
greater significance because storytelling can be seen as a means to counter the effects of the
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marginalization and oppression on children” (Bishop 25). However, without careful attention to
detail, semi-bilingual picture books have the ability to only seem to affirm a Latina/o perspective
through the incorporation and integration of Spanish terms, identifiers, and names. The repeated
and frequent use of racial, cultural, or linguistic stereotypes however, does not produce the
“development of a critical perspective” (Godina and McCoy 174). Texts like these incorporate
what I have termed “false cultural authenticity”: generic or stereotypical details and
characteristics about the minority culture that stem from dominant ideology. These texts then,
present the minority culture through the lens of the hegemonic culture. What is depicted in such
texts is often mildly representative of the minority culture, but extremely generalized,
decontextualized, and added stereotypically. It is in this way, that some semi-bilingual picture
books “[contain] themes that consistently present white culture as an assimilative model that
reinscribes English fluency and suburban docility” (Godina and McCoy 175), rather than express
value and appreciation for the large and continuously growing Spanish-speaking portion of our
population. With this in mind, creating cultural authenticity within the content and illustrations in
children’s literature is crucial because inauthentic or stereotypical representation undermines the
cultural awareness and acceptance that semi-bilingual literature can inspire and produce (Mo and
Shen 212).
The seemingly fluid use of both English and Spanish along with presumably innocent,
neutral depictions of animal characters in semi-bilingual picture books appear to invite young
readers from both language backgrounds to engage in active reading, while introducing bilingual
learning in a positive, didactic manner. However, a close comparative analysis of texts by Judy
Schachner, Gary Soto, and Tony Johnston presents semi-bilingual picture books as introducing
children to significantly more than just a second language. The comparison uncovers a spectrum
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of subversiveness that hinges on the cultural authenticity of the text and the grammatical and
lexical accuracy of the Spanish language that is incorporated. In this thesis, I wish to reveal the
manner in which the use of English, privileged over Spanish, along with illustrations in some of
the semi-bilingual texts, works to further displace non-Anglo others while introducing and
upholding dominant value and belief systems. Additionally, I intend to show how certain semibilingual texts can be seen as “anti-hegemonic forces” (Nodelman and Reimer), resisting and
challenging dominant ideology.
This paper first addresses “The Art and Function of Picture Books”, discussing the
interaction and relationship between text and illustrations, and the manner in which both text and
illustration work to provide the child with information about the self, culture, and society. A brief
description and introduction to “The Child’s Self-Concept” is needed to understand the
socialization and identity formation process, and the influence that children’s literature can have
over these processes. The “Comparative Textual Analysis” follows, beginning with a summary
and description of the texts I chose for study, and the reasons behind doing so. Detailed
examinations and analyses of Judy Schachner’s Skippyjon Jones series, Gary Soto’s Chato series
and Tony Johnston’s The Iguana Brothers are found within this section as well, based on three
comparative points: (1) the use and incorporation of Spanish language, (2) illustrations, and (3)
the effects on the child’s self-concept. The conclusion follows, addressing and discussing the
role of the adult in the creation, publication, and use of semi-bilingual children’s books and the
importance of accurate and culturally authentic semi-bilingual texts in the lives of children.
The Art and Function of Picture Books
“The art of the picture book rests on the interaction between illustration and the text”(Hunt 176).
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Picture books are unique in that they are a combination of two forms of communication:
illustrations and words/text. Picture books are greatly limited to the amount of text that they can
include, as they usually consist of 32 pages and about 80% of the page is commonly left for
illustration (Enoch Pratt Library). The amount of information that can be provided by the text
then is also narrowed, leaving space for illustrations to complete the “world” of the picture book.
The illustrations work to provide further information that is lacking from the text and vice versa.
However, because words and pictures communicate different types of information, and because
they function by limiting each other’s possible meanings, words and pictures work through a
“combative relationship; their complementarity is a matter of opposites completing each other by
virtue of their differences” (Nodelman, Words About Pictures 221). It is in this way that
illustrations speak about matters in which the text is silent or has difficulty communicating, such
as the appearance of objects or characters, which pictures by nature, so easily express. Therefore,
illustrations in picture books are much more than simple, aesthetic detail; they behave as a direct
source for further information and detail about the story.
The words within picture books have meaningful purpose as well. Even though the text
within picture books is relatively minimal, the importance is not slight. The words provide the
basic narrative through which the illustrations expand on. Additionally, the text often creates the
tone of the story, which is then echoed and asserted within the visual images. While the
illustrations provide information that is lacking in the text, the words work to draw attention to
certain details within the illustrations and suggest specific interpretations of the pictures
(Nodelman and Reimer). Picture books then, by nature of their union between text and
illustration, tell three stories: the story presented by the text, the story implied by the illustrations,
and the story that results from the combination of text and illustrations (Nodelman and Reimer).
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“Like all products of human thought, texts of children’s literature exist within, represent,
and tend to work to reinforce the ideology of the culture that produces them” (Nodelman 205).
Children’s literature then, functions to a degree, as Louis Althusser’s “Ideological State
Apparatuses,” institutions such as education, the family, and media, which serve to transmit the
values of the dominant ruling class, thereby maintaining order within the society (Ed. Žižek,
Althusser, Mapping Ideology). “Ideological State Apparatuses” differ from Althusser’s
“Repressive State Apparatuses” (the military, prison system, government etc.), because the ISA’s
function and operate within the private sphere and they gain power through implicit consent as
opposed to explicit force or coercion (The Norton Anthology of Theory & Criticism 1333). In
Althusser’s view, the school functions to teach children “know-how” and “rules of good
behavior”; “In other words, the school teaches ‘know-how’, but in forms which ensure
subjection to the ruling ideology or the mastery of its ‘practice’” (Althusser, Ideology and
Ideological State Apparatuses 1337). People and children accept the ruling ideology and begin to
understand it as a societal norm. With the continual acceptance of dominant ideology, the ruling
class maintains and reproduces its dominance.
Similar to Althusser’s explanation of how the dominant culture upholds its power through
“Ideological State Apparatuses,” is Antonio Gramsci’s idea of hegemony. Hegemony,
understood as leadership or the form of control by the dominant group, is exercised primarily
through the superstructure of society (Gramsci, Prison Notebooks 407-09). In his Prison
Notebooks, Gramsci divides the superstructure into two parts: civil society and political society.
Civil society consists of non-political or private institutions such as the family, church or
schools. Political society includes institutions such as the government, police, or legal system
that legally enforce discipline (Gramsci PN 12 & 264).
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The underlying premise of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is that the dominant group
does not rule by force alone, but rather through a balanced combination of “coercion” and
“consent.” “Consent” is organized and gained through civil society, while political society has
the responsibility of “coercion.” In many ways, the “stable state” rules by ideas more so than
force (The Norton Anthology of Theory & Criticism 1000). Through the media that the dominant
group controls (newspapers, books, advertisements etc.), the dominant group regulates and
instills beliefs, attitudes, and practices in the society. The dominant group interacts with those it
dominates in order to persuade them to give “consent” to the “rightness of their domination as
merely the way things are and should be” (Nodelman and Reimer 244). In other words, the
dominant group projects its view of the world and the subordinate group accepts it as natural and
as “common sense” (Gramsci). This process shows how dominant cultures express and maintain
hegemony, the power over others.
Gramsci not only examined how hegemony functions, but also ways to go about
opposing it. This is where Gramsci differs from Althusser. “Consent” is not rigid, it has to be
continually won and re-won in order for the dominant group to maintain hegemony. Thus, there
is a constant ideological struggle between dominant ideology and the social experiences of the
subordinate group (Gramsci). Gramsci suggests that there are forces that resist, disrupt, and
counter the hegemony. However, opposition to dominant ideology can only be created in texts or
products that are produced outside of the mainstream (Jones). One such oppositional force for
Gramsci is folklore. He writes,
“Folklore should instead be studied as a ‘conception of the world and life’ implicit to a
large extent in determinate (in time and space) strata of society and in opposition (also for
the most part implicit, mechanical and objective) to ‘official’ conceptions of the world (or
in a broader sense, the conceptions of the cultured parts of historically determinate
societies) that have succeeded one another in the historical process.”(Gramsci, Prison
Notebook 29)
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“Anti-hegemonic forces” are not restricted to folklore; they can be texts that challenge and break
away from “formal and ideological conventions of dominant representation” (Jones 70). Texts
like these function to subvert dominant ideology and contest the hegemony by depicting
“[conceptions] of world and life” that are in opposition to the “official” or dominant conceptions
of the world. Presumably then, texts have two options: introducing and upholding hegemony or
directly resisting and challenging it.
Utilizing both Althusser and Gramsci’s theories on dominant ideology and hegemony,
understanding children’s literature as didactic is no stretch. Children are understood by adults to
be “innocent” and highly “inexperienced” by nature of their age and mental capacity. Because it
is believed that children know less about the world, know less about the ways to behave
correctly, and know less about how to think and interact with others than adults might, it is seen
as the adult’s duty to inform the child about what they do not yet understand and know
(Nodelman, The Hidden Adult). Children’s books, like Althusser’s formal education and
Gramsci’s media, introduce and teach children “know-how,” “rules of good behavior,” and ideas
and beliefs about the world, preparing them for childhood and ultimately, molding children into
functioning and contributing members of society. And, in relation to Anglo and Latina/o
children, these texts inform children about the distribution of power in society, dependent on
race, gender, and class through illustrations and words. Children are made aware of the various
positions within society so that they become and remain accepting of their own particular social
position as simply “the way it is.” Texts of children’s literature are inherently didactic, as they
subject children to the dominant ideology through the teaching of “know-how” and “common
sense,” which ultimately functions to justify the interests of the dominant group. If children
accept and “consent” to their subordination, the dominant group maintains its hegemony.
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Like all children’s literature, picture books (and pictures themselves) are permeated by
the dominant ideological assumptions and expectations of their culture. Because of this, children
cannot begin to understand the illustrations until they build a level of knowledge and
understanding of culture and the cultural codes and signifiers specific to illustrations within
picture books (Nodelman and Reimer). Through the combination of pictures and text, children
learn about the culture of the society that they inhabit. “Simply by depicting details to be taken
for granted, [picture books] provide young viewers with ideas and attitudes about matters such as
beauty and ugliness, cleanliness and filth, and vice and virtue, and confirm ideas about normality
that may or may not be desirable” (Nodelman and Reimer 288). It is in this way, that picture
books both rely on and educate children about such conventional ideological assumptions.
Picture books are extremely powerful simply because they utilize illustration and text so heavily.
“The specific gestures and appearances of characters, the details of settings and objects
described, derive their import from the ways in which they refer to the unspoken assumptions
about race, class, gender, and a range of other registers of difference that legislate how power is
distributed within any specific cultural context” (Nodelman The Hidden Adult 205). Through the
transmission of cultural values and norms from both the illustrations and the text, children learn
cultural principles, which ultimately help them to shape understandings of themselves and the
world that they live in.
Particularly, “in a world in which race and color still play such an important role in
defining the experiences of individuals, books by and about people of different backgrounds are
bound to offer access to a vast spectrum of ways of being human” (Nodelman and Reimer 171).
That being said, semi-bilingual children’s books can be beneficial modes of socialization, as they
can teach the acceptance of others through exposure to new cultures and languages. However,
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authors and illustrators must be careful not to unconsciously or subconsciously incorporate
negative or stereotypical beliefs into children’s literature and children’s picture books, because
of the possible damaging ramifications of doing so. Rather than informing and positively
introducing children to new cultures and individuals from different backgrounds, stereotypical
representations of others work to introduce and perpetuate racism, sexism, and discrimination.
“The stories [children] hear help them to acquire expectations about what the world is
like—its vocabulary and syntax as well as its people and places…And although they will
eventually learn that some of this world is only fiction, it is specific characters and
specific events which will be rejected; the recurrent patterns of values, the stable
expectations about the roles and relationships which are part of their culture, will
remain.”(Hunt, Applebee 190)
Children learn values, meanings, and expectations about gender, race, and culture from the
literature that they encounter. Children’s books, alongside the significant others within a child’s
life (parents, teachers, peers etc.), help contribute to how the child understands his or her own
identity as well as how the child understands his or her place within society and the social
structure. Children’s literature then, is one integral part of a child’s identity formation and
socialization process (McCabe et al.).
The Child’s Self-Concept
“Each consciousness seeks recognition in another…” (Taylor 50).
The importance of this analysis rests on the potential ramifications of the presence of
stereotypical misrepresentations within semi-bilingual picture books on the child’s socialization
process and formation of the self-concept. The self-concept is the “totality of the individual’s
thoughts and feelings having reference to himself as an object” (Handel, Cahill, and Elkin 7). It
includes a person’s beliefs about his/her “physical characteristics, disposition and identities”
(Handel et al. 106). Children have numerous beliefs and perceptions about themselves (tall,
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athletic, shy, middle sister, caring etc.), which all together make up the child’s personal selfconcept.
A valid identity and a valid self-concept go hand in hand: “A valid identity is one in
which the individual finds congruence between who he feels he is, who he announces himself to
be, and where he feels his society places him. As individuals seek to build identities valid in
terms of their own needs, they use the resources—the values, norms and social techniques—
which their culture makes available to them” (Handel et al., Rainwater 106). Thus, the
establishment of identity involves two processes: the claiming of an identity for oneself, as well
as the assignment of identity by others. If the two identities are in congruence a valid identity is
formed (Handel et al. 106). But, if misrecognition occurs, as Charles Taylor identifies in his text,
The Politics of Recognition, a valid identity will not come to fruition. This is because our
identities are shaped in part, through the recognition by others. Misrecognition then, is the lack
of congruence between the individual’s identity and the identity assigned to him by others; what
is projected back to the individual is different from and in contrast to how the individual
perceives himself. Because our identities are partially formed by recognition, “nonrecognition or
misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false,
distorted, and reduced mode of being” (Taylor 25). The effect then, of a projection of an inferior,
demeaning, or false image on another is one of distortion and oppression, to such an extent that
the image is internalized (Taylor 36).
The presence of false cultural authenticity and negative or stereotypical depictions of
minorities within semi-bilingual picture books has potential harmful effects on the child. The
stereotypical language and demeaning portrayals of Spanish-speaking characters reflect inferior
and distorted images and messages back to the Latina/o child. Images and messages like these

12
found within some semi-bilingual children’s books, function similarly like Taylor’s term
misrecognition. The child’s identity is thereby misrecognized via the inaccurate representations
within stereotypical children’s books, and the valid identity is challenged, resulting in a
discrepancy between the child’s perception of himself and the assigned identity provided by
others. As much as stereotypical semi-bilingual children’s books have the potential to affect the
Latina/o child (and also the attitudes and beliefs of the Anglo child), non-stereotypical and
culturally authentic texts have the ability to affirm the Latina/o child’s identity (and perhaps
change the preconceptions that Anglo children have about Latina/os). I believe this is the power
of children’s literature. Because children’s beliefs and attitudes about themselves and others are
developing, children’s literature is able to present ideas about people in such ways that foster
awareness and acceptance. An examination of three different semi-bilingual children’s books
will uncover whether these texts uphold and maintain, or resist, challenge, and subvert dominant
ideology, thereby misrecognizing or affirming Latina/o identities.
Comparative Textual Analysis
Didactic texts, like these semi-bilingual books, do not always do what they primarily and
originally intend. Often times, authorial intention differs drastically from what appears within the
text after publication. It is important for me to note that I am not critiquing the authors of the
texts that I have chosen to analyze. Rather, I am critiquing what has been produced, the
information that is available to everyone, including children. Negative messages or negative
depictions of any culture or ethnic group, in my mind, are not so much expressions of a
particular or individual writer, but are more so “[instances] of a class discourse,” unconsciously
or subconsciously embedded into the written text and illustrations (Nodelman and Reimer 238).
The analysis includes Judy Schachner’s Skippyjon Jones series, Gary Soto’s Chato series,
and Tony Johnston’s The Iguana Brothers. I wanted to analyze an array of texts rather than focus
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solely on one particular author or illustrator in order to have a broader understanding of the genre
itself. Each text fit the criteria I developed as an English and Spanish semi-bilingual picture book
with animal characters, all with the reading difficulty level appropriate for children age five and
up. I specifically selected texts with animal characters because it is commonly believed that
animal characters avoid complex issues surrounding gender and ethnicity. I thought that these
semi-bilingual books would then be more inclusive to both Anglo and non-Anglo language
learners, as particular ethnicities would less likely distinguish or identify the characters. All of
the texts were published after 1995, and all have continued to add to the series, with the
exception of Johnston’s The Iguana Brothers.
The semi-bilingual picture book, Skippyjon Jones, written and illustrated by Judy
Schachner,2 was first published in 2003. Since then, five more additions have been made to the
series, the most recent being Skippyjon Jones Class Action, published in 2011. The series has
won the E.B. White Read Aloud Award3 and it has graced the New York Times Bestseller list
multiple times as well. Throughout the series, Skippyjon Jones, a Siamese kitten with the alter
ego “El Skippito,” goes on various adventures that center around helping his imaginary
Chihuahua pals, Los Chimichangos, get out of trouble or reach a goal.
The second text, The Iguana Brothers, written by Tony Johnston and illustrated by Mark
Teague, is a semi-bilingual picture book following the life of Dom and Tom. Published in 1995,
this text introduces Dom and Tom, two iguanas that live, relax, and bask under the Mexican sun.

2

Schachner is originally from Massachusetts although she now lives in Pennsylvania. Not
Spanish-speaking herself, she learned Spanish for the Skippyjon Jones series from friends whom
she identifies in the beginning of her first book, Skippyjon Jones. I do not know what knowledge
or experience Schachner has of Mexican culture, other than what is presented within her texts.
3
The E.B. White Read Aloud Award, established in 2004, honors books that uphold and reflect
the “the universal read aloud standards that were created by the work of the author E.B. White in
his classic books for children”(http://theabfc.wordpress.com).

14
One day, Tom decides he is sick of eating bugs. The two brothers wander around the Mexican
landscape searching for a suitable cuisine for Tom, speaking a mixture of both Spanish and
English. The iguanas give vegetarianism a try, pretend to be dinosaurs, and most importantly
discover that they, as brothers, can be best friends.
Gary Soto’s Chato series make up the third set of texts. These picture books follow
Chato, “the hippest cat in East L.A.,” through daily events such as a welcome feast, and a
birthday party while set in the East Los Angeles barrio. Written by Chicano4 poet Gary Soto and
paired with illustrations by Susan Guevara, the series was first published in 1995, while the most
recent addition was published in 2005. Chato’s Kitchen and Chato and the Party Animals won
the Pura Belpré5 award for illustrations in 1996 and 2000 respectively. The complete Chato
series is also available entirely in Spanish.
I chose to analyze three specific aspects within each of these semi-bilingual texts: 1) The
use and incorporation of Spanish language, 2) The illustrative style and depictions of the major
and minor animal characters, and 3) The implications involving the child’s self-concept and
identity. A comparison of the texts against each of these three points allows for considerable
flexibility within the spectrum of subversiveness. For example, where a text may be positive in
its use and integration of the Spanish language, it may be negative or stereotypical in its
depictions of animal characters or vice versa. The spectrum of subversiveness is thereby made
less rigid, allowing the texts to move across the spectrum in regards to the three aspects.

4

The term Chicano is typically understood to be another word for Mexican-American. Although
the origin of the term is debated, the word Chicano is generally associated with the Chicano
Movement of the 1960’s, or El Movimiento, taking on a more political designation through the
struggle for Mexican-American equality.
5
The Pura Belpré award is given annually to a Latina/o writer and illustrator whose work “best
portrays, affirms, and celebrates the Latino cultural experience in an outstanding work of
literature for children and youth”(www.ala.org).
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The Use and Incorporation of Spanish Language
The use of Spanish within these semi-bilingual texts is multi-dimensional; many aspects
underlay the fluid incorporation of one language into another. The type and frequency of the
Spanish words, the accuracy of the grammar, the designation between Spanish and English
words, as well as the presence of a glossary are such aspects that affect the semi-bilingual text.
Perhaps more important than the number of Spanish usages is the purpose behind the inclusion
of the Spanish words; are the words incorporated to create cultural authenticity, or are they
included to add stereotypical “cultural” flavor, what I have termed “false cultural authenticity?”
Furthermore, within the semi-bilingual picture book, the characters’ use of language (be it
Spanish or English, or both) reflects the attitude toward bilingualism.
Beginning first with Schachner’s texts, all of the books have a varying amount of Spanish
words in them ranging from about 20-30 words per book. Identifying or descriptive words such
as “amigos,” “hombre,” “chicos,” “muchachos,” “grande,” “queso,” “frijoles,” “gracias,”
“perro,” “gato,” “también,” and “sí,”6 frequent the books with regularity. Phrases such as, “¿Por
qué?,” and “¿Adónde Vas?”7 appear with much less frequency.
While most of the Spanish words and phrases are grammatically correct, a few are not. In
Schachner’s most recent text, Skippyjon Jones Class Action, two mistakes occur. The first is a
vocabulary error. Don Diego says, “Sí, dude…he growls and howls and wears a suérte de lana
también,” to which Skippyjon Jones replies, “Not the WOOL sweater” (12). Sweater in Spanish
however, is “suéter,” not “suérte.” “Suerte” without the accent means “luck” or “fortune” in
Spanish, not “sweater.” The effect is an inaccurate and confusing translation. The correct
6

English translation: “friends,” “man,” “boys,” “men/boys,” “big/large,” “cheese,” “beans,”
“thank you,” “dog,” “cat,” “as well/too,” and “yes.”
7
English translation: “why?,” and “where are you going?”.

16
translation of “wool sweater” would then be “suéter de lana.” The second mistake is
grammatical; another character within the text says, “Tengo mucho hambre” (26).8 The noun
“hambre” is feminine, yet “mucho,” an adjective describing quantity, is masculine. To achieve
accuracy, there must be congruence in gender. The sentence should read, “Tengo mucha
hambre.” While these two mistakes could be the effects of a poor proofread or edit, they also
speak to the importance of English and Spanish within the text, and the limited knowledge of
Spanish by the author and producers of this text.
Additionally, more words are fictionalized (they seem to be of Spanish origin, but are
not), and are created by using the diminutive: adding the suffix -ito to a word in order to express
or convey smallness, or using the following equation (el + English word + -o) in order to make
the word appear grammatically Spanish. Fictionalized words such as “fossilitos,” “earthquakeito,” “los poochitos,” “martian-itos,” “indeedo,” “eato,” and “bug-ito,” among others, all fit this
description. Linguistic anthropologist Jane H. Hill identifies this form of word play as Mock
Spanish (Hill 7). Hill describes the borrowing system of Mock Spanish as involving four major
strategies. However, I will focus on one such strategy, which Hill defines as “Affixing.” 9 She
writes that affixing is, “the borrowing of Spanish morphological elements, especially el “the”
and the suffix –o, in order to make an English word especially jocular and/or pejorative” (4).
Mock Spanish, in essence, pokes fun at the Spanish language by reducing it to a less complex
English Translation: “I am very hungry.”
The other strategies that function within Hill’s borrowing system of Mock Spanish include the
following: “Semantic Derogation,” where a neutral or positive Spanish term is borrowed and
brought into the English language and given a humorous or negative meaning. “The Mock
Spanish Euphemism,” which involves borrowing Spanish words that have high negative
connotations and meanings (in the original context). In this strategy, the “Mock Spanish form
serves as a euphemism for the corresponding rude English word, or creates a new, especially
negative semantic space”(6). The final strategy is identified as the “Hyperanglicization and Bold
Mispronunciation” of the borrowed Spanish words. Hill describes the entire borrowing system of
Mock Spanish as racializing and discriminatory through its indexicality.
8
9
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linguistic form than it really is. Furthermore, Hill argues through a semiotic interpretation that
Mock Spanish, “[manifests] ‘dual indexicality’ by which desirable qualities are assigned to
Anglos, and undesirable qualities are assigned to members of historically Spanish-speaking
populations” (2), ultimately identifying Spanish speakers negatively. Mock Spanish then, can be
understood as the dominant or hegemonic group’s view of the Spanish language. Mock Spanish
is a product of dominant ideology, as it is ultimately the creation of the English-speaker who has
the power and position to change the Spanish language at will. In many ways, Mock Spanish is a
“complete disregard for the grammatical niceties of any dialect of Spanish itself” (Hill 3).
Hill’s argument states that speakers and hearers (in our case, readers and hearers) can
only interpret and understand utterances of Mock Spanish if they already have had access to the
negative “residues of meaning” (2). In order for the usage of Mock Spanish to be comical, the
reader must have had access to a cultural model that identifies Spanish-speaking individuals in
an inferior and negative manner. Not only does Mock Spanish depend on the negative “residues
of meaning,” but it also actively produces them. In many ways, the incorporation of Mock
Spanish in semi-bilingual picture books is not a presentation of appreciation for the Spanish
language or culture. Although the original intention behind the incorporation of Mock Spanish
may have been positive, the final product shows how Mock Spanish works to privilege the
English language over the Spanish language. It also privileges the Anglo over the Spanish
speaker, ultimately resulting in the racialization of people of Latina/o origin. Bilingualism in this
sense is not necessarily presented as positive.
I believe Schachner’s intentions to be innocent, entertaining, and aurally exciting.
However, I find her so entrenched in dominant ideology that she does not recognize her own
biases, perceptions, and prejudices about the minority people, culture, and language that she
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intends to represent. The use of Mock Spanish throughout the Skippyjon Jones series is
problematic to say the least. While most of the correct Spanish within the text is italicized, the
identification between Skippyjon Jones’ real Spanish and Mock Spanish is difficult to make.
Take for example, the fragment below, excerpted from Skippyjon Jones in the Dog-House:

“Sí, Skippito,” said Poquito Tito. “Yesterday morning we left the house to buy some
beans, and at night when we returned, a Bobble-ito was in la casa perrito.”
“Not in the leetle doghouse!” exclaimed Skippito.
“Uh-huh,” said Poquito Tito. “He’s a fanatica, and so dramatica, and he bobbles and nods
in our attica.”(Schachner 16)
As adults often read children’s books to children, the child would not make the distinction
between the real Spanish and the Mock Spanish via the italics. Thus, a child listener/reader may
be left with the tendency to add the definite article el and the masculine suffix –o to any English
word, truly believing that they are correctly reciting and producing Spanish vocabulary. And,
without a glossary of Spanish terms, there is no facilitated guidance or definitions to check for
meaning or understanding. What does this imply? It is actually quite simple: without guided
reading and close attention, these texts can teach incorrect and stereotypical language learning
strategies. Furthermore, texts like these uphold dominant ideology by representing the Spanish
language as inferior, pejorative, jocular, and subject to change and distortion by the English
language. The Spanish “voice” within these semi-bilingual texts is not realistic; it is a production
from dominant ideology created to reinforce and express the dominance and superiority of
English language and culture.
If we look deeper into the usage of Spanish within these texts, we see a tendency to use
the Spanish language to add flavor and rhythm to the picture books, rather than add cultural
authenticity or cultural expression. Also, “as markers of difference,” food terms in Spanish often,
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“denote the ‘other’ in anthropological, objectified or even [stereotypical]” (Barerra and Quiroa
253) ways. For example, Skippyjon Jones’ friends, a band of mysterious Chihuahuas, are
portrayed and depicted as enjoying stereotypical Mexican cuisine, limited to rice, beans, tortillas,
and burritos in Schachner’s first book titled, Skippyjon Jones:
“Alfredo Buzzito,” whispered the crowd. “El Blimpo Bumblebeeto Bandito.”
“Sí,” said Poquito Tito. “The Bandito steals our frijoles.”
“Not your beans!” cried Skippito, outraged.
“And now he comes for us,” Poquito added.
“Por qué?” asked Skippito.
“Because we are full of the beans too.”
Then Don Diego stood tall and in his most somber voice declared, “Yo quiero Frijoles—”
“Huh?” asked Skippito.
“The dude just wants his beans back,” said Poquito Tito. (Schachner 18-19)
The particular food items listed above are not the cause for concern. I do not think anyone would
object to identifying Mexican cuisine with rice, beans, and tortillas. However, a problem arises
when the word choice does not effectively evoke authentic symbolic representations of the
culinary variety that constitutes Mexican cuisine. The manner in which these specific food items
are presented creates the stereotypical connotations. There is no detail provided about the
significance of the food or the cooking process. The cuisine is not expanded on in any form, as it
focuses on what is already known and accepted by the general public. Thus, Mexican culture and
Mexican cuisine is not understood in a larger context. The Skippyjon Jones texts reproduce
cultural clichés that work to reinforce cultural stereotypes (all Spanish-speaking individuals only
eat rice, beans, and tortillas etc.). To further this point, Schachner incorporates a variety of
ethnographic terms in order to designate place and culture. Skippyjon Jones travels “down a
lonesome desert road, far, far, away in old Mexico,” where upon meeting a gang of Chihuahuas,
participates in a “fiesta” and a “siesta” (Schachner, Skippyjon Jones 12-18). Along with the word
choice, the illustrations show the Chihuahuas in full fiesta form, shaking maracas and donning
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sombreros (Fig. 1.). An issue forms because there is no information provided within the text that
describes the cultural relevance or history of sombreros, maracas, siestas, and fiestas. These
ethnographic incorporations are not to teach or inform children about Mexican culture, but to
designate Mexicans as other. So far, Schachner has placed Skippyjon Jones in a deserty Mexican
location where all of the inhabitants are maraca-shaking, sombrero-wearing party animals. The
Spanish vocabulary utilized by Schachner in no way sheds accurate or authentic light on this
culture. Instead, the Spanish words create false cultural authenticity, which works to overgeneralize, over-simplify, and reduce a beautiful and wonderfully complicated culture down to
sombreros, maracas, beans, and rice.
The protagonist Skippyjon Jones’ use of Spanish is also problematic. In fact, Skippyjon
Jones does not do much accurate Spanish speaking at all. But rather, the kitten speaks “using his
very best Spanish accent” (Schachner, Skippyjon Jones 8). Schachner utilizes transliteration
when giving Skippyjon Jones his Spanish voice. The kitten using his “very best Spanish accent”
says, “My ears are too beeg for my head. My head ees too beeg for my body. I am not a Siamese
cat… I am a Chihuahua!”(Schachner 8). Transliteration, in this usage, is a form of nonsystematic translation that phonetically reproduces the word to represent sound. Probably the
most common example of transliteration in this form is within the phrase book for travelers who
do not speak the language of the countries they are visiting. However, with Schachner’s usage,
the reader is forced to adopt a stereotypical Mexican accent when reading certain lines and words
from within the Skippyjon Jones books. Other examples of Schachner’s transliteration include,
“beez-ness,” “leetle,” “ees,” “eet,” “keeling,” “reedle,” and “seely.” The true purpose behind
these words is to give Skippyjon Jones the “very best Spanish accent.” However, the readers,
parents, teachers, and children alike are also reading with this accent, further perpetuating this
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racial and linguistic stereotype (that all Mexican people extend the English “i” vowel sound to an
“e” vowel sound). Thus, the reader is left with a masked kitten that speaks what I would call
hyper-anglicized Spanish, for most of what Skippyjon Jones says is either Mock Spanish, or
some usage of the diminutive –ito.
The use of Spanish language within Schachner’s Skippyjon Jones series appears to be the
most stereotypical usage out of the three texts. The extensive incorporation of Mock Spanish and
transliteration places Spanish on an unequal level with English; it occupies an inferior position
subject to domination by the English Language. Additionally, the use of ethnographic and
Spanish food terms within the series does not authenticate the texts because the terms themselves
are limited to stereotypic notions of Mexican culture and cuisine. Furthermore, as language
learning tools, these texts present and teach inaccurate and false learning strategies. As far as
language is concerned, the Skippyjon Jones series attempts to reach into and depict the language
of the minority, yet it ultimately presents the Spanish language in ways that reinforce and
reproduce the hegemony.
In Tony Johnston’s The Iguana Brothers, the bilingual iguanas speak roughly 20 different
Spanish words and phrases, a little less than the other two semi-bilingual series. Similar to the
Skippyjon Jones series, the Spanish words are italicized for recognition, however the particular
font of the text (a dark, thick, square script) makes it difficult to distinguish apart from the
English. Most of the Spanish words are descriptive like “loco,” “flaco,” “pálido,” and
“deliciosos.”10 The Spanish phrases include “de veras,” “claro que sí,” “no hay problema,” and
“es cierto,”11 among a few others. Although there is no glossary within the text to identify the
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English translation: “crazy,” “thin/skinny,” “pale,” and “delicious.”
English translation: “in truth/really,” “of course,” and “not a problem,” and “its true.”
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Spanish words, most of the uncommon words and phrases are translated literally almost
immediately before or after they appear within the text. For example,
“You are wrong, Dom,” said Tom. “People screech at bugs. They do not eat them. I will
not eat them, either.”
Dom said, “You will get thin, Tom. You will get flaco, flaco, flaco.”
“I would rather be flaco than eat bugs.”
“You will get pale, Tom,” said Dom. “You will get pálido, pálido, pálido.”
“Bugs make me pale already.”(Johnston 2-3)
The words and phrases that are not translated literally are “hola,” “adiós,” “sí,” “deliciosos,”
“loco,” “por favor,” “siestas,” “es cierto,” and “claro que sí.”12 Although most of these words
have been incorporated into mainstream English (such as hola, adiós, por favor, loco, and
siestas), some of the terms may not be understood by non-Spanish-speaking individuals,
particularly without literal translation or a glossary. Without translation, contextual clues help to
signal the general meaning of the Spanish word or phrase within the text. For example, Dom asks
Tom, “Can brothers be friends, Tom?” and Tom replies, “¡Claro que sí!” Then the iguana
brothers respond in unison, “Brothers can be friends!” (31). Tom’s response, “¡Claro que sí!” is
understood to mean “Of course!” or at least “yes” because of the response that both of the
brothers shout after the Spanish phrase. Contextual clues like this, work to identify the other
Spanish words and phrases in the text that are not translated literally.
A problem arises with this use of literal translation. At times, especially at the beginning
of the text, the repetition of the Spanish word in English becomes excessive, particularly to the
bilingual reader. “When Spanish words are translated literally too often and/or over translated,
the result can be textual redundancy for the bilingual reader, as well as a disjoined text with
inauthentic speech or narration” (Barrera and Quiroa 258). Overuse of literal translation can
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English translation: “hello,” “goodbye,” “yes,” “delicious,” “crazy,” “please,” “rests/naps,”
“it’s true,” and “of course!”
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disrupt the flow of the text, because the bilingual reader encounters “superfluous information”
(Barerra and Quiroa 261). The effect then to the bilingual reader is an unnatural use of Spanish
that reads without fluidity and ease. The repetition within the text is better suited for the Spanish
language learner, who has little previous knowledge of Spanish vocabulary and phrases.
Only one word within this text is characteristic of Mock Spanish. Tom says, “Bugs are
gross-os” (Johnston 3). This line directly follows Dom’s rhythmic description of bugs: “Bugs are
crunchy. Bugs are munchy. Bugs are deliciosos” (2). Tom’s Mock Spanish continues the rhyme
scheme. The difference, in my opinion, between Schachner and Johnston’s usages of Mock
Spanish rests in the amount incorporated throughout the text. Within The Iguana Brothers, the
correct usages of Spanish greatly outweigh the single use of “gross-os”. As only one instance
occurs within the text, the tendency for children to create inaccurate Spanish words by adding the
suffix -o seems less likely.
The additions of colloquial or conversational Spanish words and phrases, as opposed to
culturally authentic ethnographic or Spanish food terminology, and the varied incorporation of
Spanish descriptive adjectives, work to create a less culturally realistic “feel” to the text. It does
however present an accurate linguistic portrayal of bilingualism through the use of codeswitching13 and conversational Spanish. A greater array of Spanish terms would benefit this
book, as it would expand the Spanish vocabulary and provide a greater understanding of and a
picture of Mexican culture. However, because the text lacks the inclusion of linguistic or racial
stereotypes (via transliteration etc), the included Spanish is grammatically accurate, and as all of
the characters speak or understand Spanish, bilingualism is portrayed rather positively.

13

Code-switching is the “switching from the linguistic system of one language or dialect to that
of another”(Merriam Webster). In these semi-bilingual picture books, Code-switching is used
within single sentences, moving from English, to Spanish, and back to English fluidly.
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Spanish within The Iguana Brothers differs from that used in Skippyjon Jones. Excessive
literal translation affects the text, making it difficult for the bilingual reader as they encounter
unnecessary and redundant information. Presumably then, the target audience is the Spanishlanguage learner. The text on the outset appears linguistically inclusive to both the Anglo and
Latina/o language learner, however the presence of literal translation and repetition make it
better suited for the Spanish language learner. Mock Spanish appears only once, and is far
outweighed by correct usages of Spanish. Because the Spanish words and phrases are limited to
small bursts of conversational Spanish, the text seems to be lacking an expansion of the
“cultural.” The absence of linguistic or cultural stereotypes, along with the extreme use of literal
translation however, situates this text somewhere in the middle of the spectrum; it does not
actively subvert dominant ideology nor does it obviously reinforce it. Rather, it appears to
sidestep the relationships between English and Spanish, Anglo and Latina/o, dominant and
subordinate completely.
Gary Soto’s Chato series naturally integrates code-switching and Chicana/o Caló slang, a
unique mixture of standard Spanish, antiquated Spanish, and English into a linguistic style
representative of the Chicana/o barrio in East Los Angeles (Fregoso 1). Either proceeding or
following the text, a glossary is provided for further clarification and definition of the Spanish
words incorporated. Similar to both the Skippyjon Jones series and The Iguana Brothers, the
Spanish words are italicized for visual recognition. The books have a range of 20-30 Spanish
words and phrases (all present in the glossary), with a few more words appearing within the
illustrations. Words such as “mi familia,” “carnal,” “mercado,” “pobrecito,” “pues,” “ratoncitos,”
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“barrio,” “mira,” “pachanga,” “suavecito,” “gatos,” and “amigos”14 appear with frequency.
While phrases such as “Hay más tiempo que vida,” “¡Feliz Cumpleaños!,” and “¡Sí, se puede!,”15
appear within and as part of the illustrations, but with much less frequency.
Soto, like Schachner, utilizes food terminology to identify a specific culture in the first
picture book of the series, Chato’s Kitchen. However, Soto incorporates authentic and culturally
representational menu items to depict a flavorful, unique, and multifarious cuisine (Figs. 9-10.):
The guys got to work. While Chato rolled out the tortillas with a rolling pin, Novio Boy
placed them on the hot griddle, careful not to burn his paws. He flipped them over when
one side was baked, until both sides were purrrfect. All afternoon they worked away in
the kitchen. They cooked the beans and made salsa—not too spicy for the guests—and a
large pitcher of tamarindo. They made fajitas, enchiladas, carne asada, chiles rellenos,
and finally, a sweet, smooth flan. (Soto, Chato’s Kitchen 16-17)
Although most of these terms are considered loanwords, “incorporated into the mainstream
lexicon to varying degrees” (Barerra and Quiroa 253) such as fajitas, enchiladas, and tortillas, the
manner and detail in which Soto presents them creates an insider’s view or perspective on the
food. Soto is also careful to note the time it takes for Chato and Novio Boy to prepare such a
fabulous feast, further authenticating the meal and the cooking process (Fig. 2.). Additionally
contributing to the culturally authentic treatment of Chato’s dinner feast is the incorporation of
“Chato’s Menu,” a detailed description of the food at the beginning of the text (Fig. 3.). While
Schachner’s depiction of Mexican cuisine is generalized, decontextualized, and limited to arroz,
frijoles, and tortillas, Soto’s representation of Chicana/o food is treated with much more care,
respect, and cultural authenticity.

14

English translation: “my family,” “brother,” “market,” “poor little thing,” “well,” “little mice,”
“the neighborhood,” “look,” “festive party,” “handsome guy/cool guy,” “cats,” and “friends.”
15
English translation: “Life is short/seize the moment,” “Happy Birthday!” and “Yes, we can!”
The translation of “¡Sí, se puede!” to “Yes, we can!” is more of a contextual translation as this
phrase is commonly used as a form of empowerment.
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All of the characters in the Chato picture books speak both English and Spanish: rats, cats
and dogs alike, emphasizing the notions that difference and bilingualism are positive attributes.
Because the setting of the picture books is identified as the Chicana/o barrio of East Los
Angeles, the use of both Spanish and English is culturally accurate, further authenticating the
text. Along similar lines, Schachner’s Skippyjon Jones texts take place in Mexico. However, the
use of Spanish and English is not representative of the language that is actually spoken in
Mexico. Far from accurate, the language is more closely representative of how dominant culture
in the U.S. perceives Spanish and bilingualism. Where Schachner’s texts perpetuate notions of
linguistic inequality, Soto’s books do not. Thus, Soto’s texts are distinct from Schachner’s in
regards to language. The integration of one language into the other is fluid, and not a single
usage of Mock Spanish can be found within the texts. Rather, the use of both languages
symbiotically creates a feeling of linguistic equality while reading the picture books. The
following excerpt from Chato and the Party Animals, displays the fluidity of Spanish and
English use:
Back at Chato’s place the party animals sat on the patio. None of them touched the cake
or water balloons or the blow-up German shepherd.
“He was such a suavecito,” Sharkie said.
“Lo mejor. The best,” Chato said, choking on his tears. (Soto 20)
Similar to the other texts, some of the phrases like “lo mejor,” are followed with a literal
translation, “the best.” This helps to ensure understanding and meaning throughout the text.
However, as mentioned in regards to the other texts, the overuse of literal translation can affect
the fluidity of the text for the bilingual reader. Soto’s sporadic use of literal translation along
with the glossary and contextual clues, works to create a readable text for both the mono- and
bilingual reader. On another note, the decision to use Caló vocabulary is also culturally
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representational. It helps to further situate Chato and his pals within an urban, “East Los” setting,
depicted in the excerpt below:
The pachanga lasted until the sun went down, the moon came up, and the neighbors
started throwing shoes at them to stop the racket. Novio Boy stayed overnight, sleeping
on a new cat cushion, his present from Chato, the coolest carnal in all of el barrio. (Soto,
Chato and the Party Animals 32)
The Chato texts are more linguistically authentic than the preceding texts. Soto’s
incorporation of Caló slang, Spanish, and English, as well as his attention to detail in regards to
cuisine and the nature of el barrio, is rich in cultural expression. Mock Spanish is no where to be
found within the series, and the seamless integration of English and Spanish creates a sense of
equity between the languages. Because the Chato texts present a Chicana/o perspective, a world
view that differs from “official” or dominant conceptions, these texts can be seen as counter
hegemonic. These linguistic aspects place the Chato texts on the positive end of the spectrum as
a subversive series, which challenges dominant ideology.
Illustrations
Illustrations are subject to dominant ideology as much as the textual component of semibilingual children’s books. I analyzed specific aspects of the illustrations in order to identify the
messages that the pictures add and bring to the textual information. Examination of the
illustrative style, the depiction and representation of characters, and the differences between
major and minor characters made up the analysis.
Schachner’s illustrative style is somewhat typical of illustrations within children’s picture
books. The illustrations appear to be drawn with colored pencils, as harsh lines and soft color
blending are both present. The colors are bright and vibrant and visually exciting, and the text
interacts with the images, appearing within, throughout, and around the edges of the illustrations.
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Just as stereotypes are present in the words of the Skippyjon Jones series, they exist
within the visual images as well. The minor characters, Los Chimichangos, are Chihuahuas, a
breed believed to have originated in Mexico, actually named after the city of Chihuahua located
in Northern Mexico (American Kennel Club). While the intentions of using a Mexican breed of
dog to represent Mexico are positive (giving the anthropomorphic dogs ethnicity is not
necessarily negative), the actual representation of the Chihuahuas falls quite short of positive.
While Skippyjon Jones, the hero, is depicted as a more realistic Siamese kitten, with large dark
brown ears, bright white fur and clear blue eyes, Los Chimichangos, the Mexican Chihuahuas,
are not presented with the same level of realism and detail (Figs. 4-5.). The “cockeyed”
(Schachner, Skippyjon Jones in the Dog-House 3) Chihuahuas are depicted with big ears,
miniscule bodies, tiny beady eyes, and an array of fur colors, from black and brown to green and
orange with pink spots (Figs. 6-7.). The Chihuahuas appear mischievous and crazy; their eyes are
either glaring semi-open or looking simultaneously in different directions and their tongues hang
out of their mouths in perpetual pants. And, as the Chihuahuas only don maracas and sombreros,
considered iconic markers of Mexican identity, Skippyjon Jones wears a mask and a cape.
Furthermore, in Skippyjon Jones in the Dog-House, Skippyjon Jones encounters his
Chihuahua friends in a “shack perched two bones shy of the end of the world… chock full of
Chihuahuas” (Schachner 11-12). While Skippyjon Jones lives with his family in a nice multiroom house (where Skippyjon apparently has his own walk-in closet), the Chihuahuas are
portrayed as being crammed, “cavorting in the cupboards and splashing in the sink…chilling in
the ice-cube trays and melting into drinks” (Schachner 12-13), in a decrepit shack in a desert
location near the end of the world (Figs. 8-10.). The illustrations support the text, reinforcing the
stereotype that people of Mexican heritage pack themselves into housing, and have large,
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extended families. Not only does Schachner over-generalize Mexican culture and cuisine, she
also inadvertently incorporates negative racial stereotypes into both illustration and text, creating
a distorted picture of a large population of society. Images like these work to instill an
acceptance of the social hierarchy that exists in the United States. These illustrations teach
children about the society that they inhabit, and the social positions that they are allowed to hold,
dependant on whether they are Anglo or Latina/o. Ultimately, texts like these show how power is
distributed in our society, and who is welcome to partake in and experience that power.
Teague’s illustrations for The Iguana Brothers are seemingly neutral. The illustrative
style is representative of Mexican art, highly similar to the oil paintings and murals of Diego
Rivera.16 The illustrations cover the page edge-to-edge, and the text fits within the pictures in
areas that do not distract from the images. Dom and Tom are depicted as two average, realistic
iguanas identified not by cultural or racial stereotypes (Fig. 11.). The iguanas do not wear
clothes, nor do they ever don stereotypical or iconic markers of Mexican identity. They live in
the Mexican landscape, alongside various animals that also inhabit Mexico (such as a toucan,
armadillo, and a frog), eating a natural iguana diet, and happen to speak a mixture of Spanish and
English. Because of their neutrality in representation, Tom and Dom could be any languagespeaking iguana, be it German, French, or Japanese. Cultural and racial stereotypes do not situate
Tom and Dom. Mexican architecture and landscapes are slightly presented throughout the
illustrations, with images of buildings with clay red roofs, curved white churches, and lush green
foliage contrasted against dry desert ground (Fig. 12.). However, Mexican culture is not further
expanded on or introduced through the characters themselves. The iguanas simply speak using a
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For more information regarding Diego Rivera, see his biography and artwork at
http://www.diego-rivera.com./.
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mixture of Spanish and English and do not provide much by way of cultural information or
expression. Furthermore, because the characters within The Iguana Brothers speak and
understand Spanish and English equally and are not paired against each other, as within the
Skippyjon Jones books, difference is not emphasized. Because Anglo and Latina/o characters are
not distinguished from one another, ideological assumptions about the position, value, and power
of these groups are not made overtly apparent. However, because the words and images do not
actively contest and address dominant ideology the text, The Iguana Brothers would not be
considered as an “anti-hegemonic” force.
The illustrations by Susan Guevara seem to be much more evocative and visual than
those by Judy Schachner. Her style, influenced greatly by Chicano muralist and artist Gronk, is
brightly colored and bold, combining scratchboard and acrylic. The backgrounds of the
illustrations are reminiscent of murals, seemingly flat backdrops to the dimensional characters
who move across the scenes. The inclusion of Chicana/o mottos and beliefs into the illustrations
such as, “¡Sí, se puede!” and “We are not a minority!” evokes a sense of Chicanismo (Fig. 13.).
Chicanismo, in essence, is the pride in one’s heritage as Chicana/o or Mexican-American. The
illustrations in many ways introduce Chicana/o history and culture through the artistic style and
the unique integration of picture and text, while capturing the youth culture of 1995.
Recently, in an interview speaking about her role as the illustrator, Guevara said, “It’s
my job as the illustrator to depict the world. If the author has done a good job with the few words
that he or she has,” because of the limiting space that is a picture book, “they can really set the
tone and create a world. It’s my job then, to create a complete world, using everything at my
disposal to do that” (Guevara, Telephone Interview 2011). Guevara lists a variety of places from
which she gathered inspiration: everything from popular culture, movies set in Latina/o culture
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(especially California where the Chato picture books are based), historic Mexican iconography,
and many artists such as the Chicano muralist Gronk, the “Gordo” cartoonist Gus Arriola, and
Mexican cartoonist Jose Posada. Guevara also drew inspiration from within her own family and
her own heritage. She said,
“I started thinking about my father’s history and the stories that he told me about growing
up first generation Californian. There were simple things that I took from this… like food,
the sharing of food, the excess of food, Papi mouse winking at Mami mouse… that’s my
dad! Little Mami mouse was my grandma. She always had her hair in a bun and wore that
necklace everyday…She was only about 4’7, a tiny, tiny woman.” (Guevara 2011)
Thus, Guevara drew inspiration from both the external and internal when creating the unique and
bold Chato look. By drawing inspiration from her own personal heritage as a Latina American,
Guevara infuses the text with cultural authenticity. The detail and information included in the
text is not only from prior representation of Chicana/o life, but also from personal experience; it
is a realistic depiction.
The characters are dressed in clothing reminiscent of the California youth of 1990’s. The
main characters, Chato and Novio Boy, wear baggy pants, plaid button-up shirts or tank tops,
and bandannas or ball caps on their heads. Chato rocks a gold tooth and a pierced ear. Novio Boy
wears a studded “choker” necklace with a cross pendant, and often appears carrying a boom box
on his shoulder (Figs. 14-15.). In sum, these characters are the essence of “low-riding, cool cats.”
Guevara’s depictions of the characters from the Chato series have received criticism for
representing “gang-like” culture through the barrio attire Guevara gave them. Chato and Novio
Boy are clearly identifiable as part or members of Chicana/o street culture in East Los Angeles.
In response to the criticism, during her acceptance speech for the Pura Belpré award, Guevara
said, “the issues of barrio dress are complex and should be addressed as such. Yet, I believe at
the bottom of my critic’s reaction is the fear of loss: of their children, and their children’s lives to
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the ‘family of the gang.’ And at the bottom of the children’s reaction to Chato, I believe is the
drive for acceptance and belonging. They have seen themselves” (Guevara 3). The critics’
reactions were in response to the realistic portrayal of barrio life in East Los Angeles, as opposed
to idealistic portrayals that are often found in children’s books.
It is certainly possible for some to identify this text as stereotypical, by potentially
generalizing or labeling all Chicana/os as gangsters or low-riders. However, these texts can also
be seen as mechanisms through which children are provided the opportunity to see their lives
reflected through and within literature. From this perspective, Guevara’s illustrations are a more
“real life” portrayal of youth experience in East Los Angeles in the 1990’s, rather than a
stereotypical portrayal. Eliza T. Dresang writes, “certainly positive portrayals are desirable, but
the absence of culturally authentic situations—even those that are undesirable—leave young
people in less-than-ideal situations without the opportunity to explore their lives through
literature” (Dresang 75).
What can be taken from the reactions to Guevara’s illustrations, in my mind, is the fine
line among stereotypical, non-stereotypical and culturally expressive representations. While the
story takes place in the Chicana/o barrio of East Los Angeles, where gang presence is prevalent,
the illustrations do not focus on gang life specifically. Rather, familial dedication, the love of
food, and the closeness of community are emphasized. Chato and Novio Boy are more so
brothers than they are friends, and the family of mice become part of the barrio community,
instead of food. Gang culture is merely the back-story to the lives of Chato, Novio Boy, and the
members of el barrio.
This text, through the nature of its representation, is subversive. By presenting a
Chicana/o perspective, Chicana/o themes, and Chicana/o language, the text pushes against
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dominant ideology. This is because the text presents the subordinate group, and its language and
culture, as positive and normal. The Chicana/o characters are not portrayed as other, foreign, or
neutral, but as major characters with rich cultural and political history. The depiction of the
characters in “street” attire, along with the East L.A. barrio setting, make critics uncomfortable
exactly because it resists dominant ideology and idealization, and subverts the common notion
that difficult or controversial topics are inappropriate for children to experience within literature.
Rather than avoid divisive topics, the Chato texts openly discuss them and provide children with
information to create conversations.
The Effects on the Child’s Self-Concept:
Picture books, through illustration and text, provide young children with ideas and
attitudes about matters such as race, class, and gender, which ultimately inform them how power
is distributed within society (Nodelman, The Hidden Adult). The supposed effect that these
specific semi-bilingual children’s books have on children’s self-concepts is analyzed by
uncovering the level or extent in which the texts either uphold dominant ideology or actively
subvert it. The three different sets of texts interestingly align with Taylor’s three forms of
recognition: misrecognition, nonrecognition, and recognition.
So, how do texts such as Judy Schachner’s Skippyjon Jones series affect
cultural/linguistic identity formation and the child’s self-concept? These texts, highly fraught
with inaccurate portrayals and representations of Mexican culture and Mexican individuals, are
in opposition and conflict with the Mexican-American child’s own self-concept. The true
Spanish-speaking characters, Los Chimichangos, maintain an inferior role to Skippyjon Jones.
They are not the heroes, but are in constant need of saving and help. They do not live in nice
homes, but rather in a shack, too small for the number of its inhabitants. They do not even exist
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in the “real” world, but are confined to the creative control and dominance of Skippyjon Jones’
imagination. Los Chimichangos are other to Skippyjon Jones, not equals. Children of Mexican or
Latina/o origin are thereby misrecognized through illustrative misrepresentations, linguistic
inaccuracies, and cultural stereotypes such as those presented within the Skippyjon Jones series.
And, with continual negative reflections of identity, children can be induced to adopt “a
depreciatory image of themselves [internalizing] a picture of their own inferiority” (Taylor 25).
A negative self-image like this has the potential to influence the outcome of the child’s entire
life.
Anglo children, whose superiority and dominance is reinforced through texts like these,
are also affected. If the reproduction and continuance of widely accepted cultural stereotypes are
not recognized and identified as false, their assumptions and personal understandings of the
uniqueness, equality, and value of all people will be skewed. Rather than build a child’s
understanding of others around acceptance, texts fraught with misinformation and stereotypes
build with prejudice and notions of inequity. Instead of creating a positive picture and
understanding of our diverse society, culturally inauthentic and culturally insensitive texts
perform the opposite. Rudin Sims Bishop writes,
“If literature is a mirror that reflects human life, then all children who read or are read to
need to see themselves reflected as art of humanity. If they are not, or if their reflections are
distorted and ridiculous, there is the danger that they will absorb negative messages about
themselves and people like them. Those who see only themselves or who [are] exposed to
errors and misrepresentations are miseducated into a false sense of superiority, and the
harm is doubly done.”(Bishop, Multicultural Literature for Children: Making Informed
Choices 37-53)
As a “mirror that reflects human life,” the Skippyjon Jones texts appear to reflect notions of
superiority to the Anglo, English speaking children, and notions of inferiority to the Latina/o,
Spanish-speaking children. And, as influential agents of socialization (as Ideological State
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Apparatuses), semi-bilingual children’s literature like this introduces dominant beliefs about
minorities and minority languages (although Spanish is rapidly becoming dominant), which
perpetuate Anglo/English superiority and subject children to the ruling ideology. Even though
the texts attempt to represent minorities and minority culture, the end product results in an
extremely one-sided depiction.
Johnston’s The Iguana Brothers, on the other hand, does not actively affirm nor reject the
child’s self-concept. Because markers of a particular ethnicity do not identify or situate the
iguanas themselves (or other minor characters within the text), I would suspect that this text is
not as influential or effective in mirroring the lives of children. As the most realistic animal
characters, Tom and Dom do not throw birthday parties, cook authentic Mexican meals, or go on
extravagant imaginary adventures. Rather, they live quite ordinary iguana lives (with the
exception that they speak, of course). In the other texts, children have the opportunity to relate
(or not relate at all) to the clothing, the food, the language, or the activities of the characters.
However, in The Iguana Brothers, I find the opportunity to relate to be lacking. Taylor’s term
nonrecognition comes to mind, perhaps however, in a more watered down form. Both Anglo and
Latina/o children are not overtly recognized by the text, be it a negative or a positive recognition.
The effect then is minimal to nonexistent. The child does not encounter a conflicting image or
message in regards to their self-concept or identity.
Soto’s Chato texts, through language and illustrations, are significantly more inclusive to
the Chicana/o child. Chicana/o children’s linguistic and ethnic identities will be recognized and
affirmed through the use of Caló slang, Spanish, and colloquial English, culturally representative
language that reflects the language that their families speak, as well as the emotion and detail
surrounding the importance of the meal and the community. The Anglo child, while perhaps
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lacking representation in the text, is introduced and exposed to accurate portrayals of Chicana/os,
as opposed to demeaning depictions like those in the Skippyjon Jones illustrations. While the
Chato books are more inclusive to Chicana/os, the texts are highly relatable for Anglo children
as well, specifically those growing up in urban areas, like East Los Angeles. Furthermore, I do
not believe that the Anglo child will experience misrecognition or nonrecognition through the
reading of these texts, to the same degree that I believe the Latina/o child would experience via
the Skippyjon Jones books. While the Anglo child’s identity is often affirmed in daily life, the
Latina/o child’s is not. Not only is the Latina/o child not recognized by society on a daily basis
(through books, commercials etc.), the Latina/o child frequently encounters negative or
demeaning misrecognitions. Therefore, it may be possible that the self-concepts and
linguistic/cultural identities of young Anglo children are less affected by texts such as these
because there is such a great amount of literature and media available to them with positive and
accurate portrayals of Anglo youth.
Conclusion
The analysis of semi-bilingual children’s books found that while some texts actively and
directly work to subvert dominant ideology through the authentic, realistic, and accurate
representation of minority cultures and languages, other texts (perhaps the majority of texts) only
appear on the exterior to push against dominant ideology by incorporating “false cultural
authenticity.” What these texts actually do is incorporate the minority culture in order to use it to
create an image of the dominant culture as representing, supporting, and making commonalities
with the people it has power over. However, the stereotypical depictions and inclusions of
cultural details, language, and expressions do not present the minority culture with equality or
positivity. Rather, these texts reinforce and perpetuate English superiority and Anglo dominance.
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In order to maintain hegemony, especially in societies where “freedom” is valued, it must appear
or be believed that those without power have a voice and are valued. I suggest then, that
dominant culture allows for the production of texts that “resist” dominant ideology in order to
appease the masses. However, dominant culture produces these texts in such ways (be it
unconsciously, subconsciously, or purposely) that any opportunity for an ideological struggle or
opposition is disabled. The texts maintain the hegemony by only appearing to represent minority
groups, while in actuality reinforcing the dominant culture’s values and beliefs.
As the creators, illustrators, publishers, buyers, readers, and teachers of children’s
literature, adults have an important role or position in the literary lives on children. With this
integral position comes responsibility. Misrepresentations perpetuate ignorance, bias, racism, and
discrimination, all forms of a very rigid, limited, and negative way of thinking that affects the
child’s self-concept and identity. And, because the “diversity of the world” (Nodelman and
Reimer 132) is often presented to children superficially, adults need to teach children to
acknowledge and respond to such inaccuracies. The texts, as cultural products, need to be
examined for their stance and representation of power, race, and class because of the powerful
messages that children learn from books. Adults then have the responsibility and the capability to
liberate children from such stereotypes and misrepresentations, allowing all children to see their
lives as part of a shared humanity.
This is why cultural authenticity and cultural sensitivity are so incredibly important. All
children, regardless of race, gender, or ethnicity, have the right to see themselves depicted in the
literature that they read. Furthermore, all children have the right to encounter positive mirrors or
reflections of themselves, and the truths of their lived experiences within literature, rather than
stereotypes, misrepresentations, and cultural inaccuracies. The Chato texts are a great example of
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subversive children’s books, which affirm minority identities and experiences rather than reject
and dismiss them. Counter hegemonic texts, like some semi-bilingual picture books, have the
ability to affirm identities and experiences. However, in order to do so, semi-bilingual children’s
books need to be culturally inclusive to both Latina/o and Anglo children through illustration,
text, and language. Bilingualism too, needs to be presented positively, as a beneficial and
respectable attribute. As our society becomes more ethnically and racially diverse, cultural
authenticity and sensitivity in children’s books will become even more important than it is now,
as peaceful cultural interactions will depend on cultural acceptance. Thus, teaching children to be
accepting of other people is crucial in regards to the future of our society. It is not so much about
the literature itself, but the way in which literature functions in the lives of children that I find
important.
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Fig. 1. Skippyjon Jones and Los Chimichangos have a fiesta. Skippyjon Jones. © Judy
Schachner, 2003.

Fig. 2. Novio Boy and Chato preparing the dinner feast. Chato’s Kitchen. Gary Soto, 1995. ©
Susan Guevara, 1995.
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Fig 3. Chato’s Glossary and Menu. Chato’s Kitchen. Gary Soto, 1995. © Susan Guevara, 1995.

Figs. 4-5. Skippyjon Jones the Siamese kitten. 4. Skippyjon Jones. © Judy Schachner, 2003. 5.
Skippyjon Jones Class Action. © Judy Schachner, 2011.
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Figs. 6-7. Los Chimichangos. Skippyjon Jones. © Judy Schachner, 2003.

Fig. 8. Skippyjon Jones’ room, complete with a walk-in closet. Skippyjon Jones in the DogHouse. © Judy Schachner, 2005.
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Figs. 9-10. Los Chimichangos’ home, a shack near the edge of the world. Skippyjon Jones in the
Dog-House. © Judy Schachner, 2005.

Fig. 11. Tom and Dom the Iguanas. The Iguana Brothers. Tony Johnston, 1995. © Mark Teague,
1995.
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Fig. 12. Mexican architecture and landscape. The Iguana Brothers. Tony Johnston, 1995. ©
Mark Teague, 1995.

Fig. 13. Chicanismo within the illustrations. Chato and the Party Animals. Gary Soto, 2000. ©
Susan Guevara, 2000.
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Figs. 14-15. Chato and Novio Boy. Chato’s Kitchen. Gary Soto, 2000. © Susan Guevara, 2000.
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