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Before this site became Iowa State University, it 
was the ancestral lands and territory of the 
Baxoje, or Ioway Nation. The United States 
obtained the land from the Meskwaki and Sauk 
nations in the Treaty of 1842. We wish to 
recognize our obligations to this land and to the 
people who took care of it, as well as to the 
17,000 Native people who live in Iowa today.



Privilege Acknowledgement

● We’re two white women in a 
discipline (librarianship) that 
mainly consists of white women. 

● We want to acknowledge our own 
privilege and also acknowledge 
that... 

Librarianship has a history of not 
being progressive or proactive on 
issues of race, ethnicity, 
identity, culture, etc. 

These problems persist today.



Why are we doing this?

● We co-teach a library research 
session for the Women in 
Science and Engineering course.

● We’re both fans of how the 
#OwnVoices movement which has 
helped diversify YA fiction.

● We want to move from books on 
how to diversify STEM to books 
that demonstrate and celebrate 
diversity in STEM.

Cover of “A Universe of Wishes, A We Need Diverse Books Anthology” Edited by Dhonielle Clayton (and on Megan’s to-read list).

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/607314/a-universe-of-wishes-by-edited-by-dhonielle-clayton/


The Problem



The Problem

● As librarians one of 
our primary mechanisms 
for demonstrating 
value and enacting 
change is through 
obtaining and buying 
books.

● We can’t obtain things 
that don’t exist.

Photo by Kimberly Farmer on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@kimberlyfarmer?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/books?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


The Problem

The majority of books about 
scientists, engineers, 
mathematicians, doctors, 
and technologists are about 
white men.

Or are about Marie Curie.

Or are for children.



The STEM Layer



The STEM Layer

● Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math have 
known diversity, equity, 
and inclusion issues.

● The populations most 
affected differ by 
discipline.

● In general, women and BIPOC 
populations are under 
represented. 

Photo by Ousa Chea on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@cheaousa?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/science?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Employed scientists 

and engineers by 

ethnicity, and race. 

United States, 2017

Chart 1

From “Employed scientists and engineers, by highest degree level, occupation, ethnicity, and race: 2017.” 
National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics. https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/data 

https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf19304/data


Chart 2

From “Employed scientists and engineers, by sex and occupation: 2017.” 
National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics. https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsb20198/data 

Women in science 

and engineering 

occupations. 

United States, 

1993-2017

https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsb20198/data
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The Publishing Layer

● Publishing determines 
which voices and 
experiences are seen and 
heard by others. 

Photo by Rumman Amin on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@rumanamin?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/bookstore?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


The Publishing Layer

● Publishing determines 
which voices and 
experiences are seen and 
heard by others. 

● It is both an amplifier 
and a gatekeeper.

Photo by Rumman Amin on Unsplash; The added labels are meant to be illustrative more than factual, but in this case 
they’re likely also factual.
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https://unsplash.com/@rumanamin?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/bookstore?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Publishing Demographics

● Industry is very White, 
female, straight, and 
Western. 

● 89% of the mainstream 
fiction books published 
in 2018 were written by 
white authors.*

● Publishing is an old 
industry and slow to 
change.

Diversity in Publishing 2019, Lee & Low Books.

Global Voices for Workplace Equity in 
scholarly publishing 2018

*“Just How White Is the Book Industry?” NYT. By Richard Jean So and Gus Wezerek. Dec. 11, 2020.

https://blog.leeandlow.com/2020/01/28/2019diversitybaselinesurvey/
https://c4disc.org/workplace-equity-survey/
https://c4disc.org/workplace-equity-survey/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/12/11/opinion/culture/diversity-publishing-industry.html


“So, even though more diverse books are 
being published now, it’s fair to assume that 
the large majority of them are still being 
acquired and edited by White people.” 
─ Lee and Low Books, Diversity in Publishing 2019



The Library Layer



Obstacles to change

Library workers are 
overwhelmingly White.

Professional values include:

● “Neutrality”
● “The public good”

… which often means:

● Maintaining the status quo
● Denying problems exist

Race/ethnicity of library staff - Inclusion, 
Diversity, and Equity: Members of the Association of 
Research Libraries

At ISU this 
is closer to 

80%

https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/inclusion-diversity-and-equity-arl/
https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/inclusion-diversity-and-equity-arl/
https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/inclusion-diversity-and-equity-arl/


Why is this so hard?

● Library catalogs focus on the 
work, not the author.

● Library Subject Classifications 
were made by and for a White 
cis male audience. Everyone 
else is omitted or is awkwardly 
added on.

● The companies that sell books 
to libraries do the same and do 
not support independent presses 
and self-published books.

Photo by Emil Widlund on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@emilwidlund?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/library-catalog-cards?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


To label or not label

Labeling materials “for diversity” 
can lead to:

● Tokenization and othering
● Further marginalization
● Outing and deadnaming
● Labels that are outdated or too 

granular

Not labeling “for diversity” can 
lead to:

● Missed buyers, readers, studies, 
and other opportunities.

Photo by William Felker on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@gndclouds?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/farmers-market?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


“Labeling books by or about BIPOC is to declare 
them different because of who they are and that 
they are only interesting because of how they 
contrast with whiteness. Labeling does not 
celebrate diversity but instead centers whiteness 
as the norm and relegates BIPOC-ness to the 
abnormal, thereby reinforcing white supremacy.”
─ Alexandria Brown, How Labeling Books as “Diverse” 
Reinforces White Supremacy



So. What Can We Do?



Search Techniques to Know

● AND, OR, and NOT to combine 
or reject terms

● Quotation marks for phrases
● Advanced Search can be your 

friend
● Subject headings (libraries 

use these, other search 
tools don’t)

More details and instructions on: 
https://tinyurl.com/ISCOREcake 

Photo by Gilles Rolland-Monnet on Unsplash

https://tinyurl.com/ISCOREcake
https://unsplash.com/@gillesrollandmonnet?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/radio-telescope?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Libraries Are Limited

● Self-publishing and 
independent publishers have 
more variety and less 
gatekeeping but can be 
difficult to find.

● Explore beyond our library:
○ Google and Google Books
○ Amazon (esp for self-published)
○ WorldCat.org (libraries 

worldwide)
○ Twitter! 

● Tell us what you find! 
○ Request a purchase!

Tweet by MasterDwayn

https://twitter.com/Dwaynica/status/1366157503696932865?s=20
https://twitter.com/Dwaynica


Go Beyond Books

There are plenty of authentic 
sources that can be 
incorporated into education 
and curriculums.

● Podcasts

● Online videos

● Documentaries

● Oral histories

● Feature films

Logos from the People Behind the Science podcast, Black in Neuro website (used with permission), Pride 
in STEM website,  the Woman who Loves Giraffes documentary, and screencaps from the videos: I Am 
Not a Monster and What is imposter syndrome and how can you combat it? 

https://www.peoplebehindthescience.com/
https://www.blackinneuro.com/
https://prideinstem.org/
https://prideinstem.org/
https://thewomanwholovesgiraffes.com/
https://youtu.be/xbagFzcyNiM
https://youtu.be/xbagFzcyNiM
https://youtu.be/ZQUxL4Jm1Lo


In Summary

● Diverse STEM books, and other 
materials can be difficult to 
locate. 

● May not be (as) accessible to 
those with vision or hearing 
impairments.

● May take extra work to obtain 
or incorporate.

● It’s worth it.

● We’d like to help.



For more information...

● Layer cake library guide: 
https://tinyurl.com/ISCOREcake

● You can help shape what goes 
into the library’s collection:

○ Talk to a librarian!
○ Request a purchase!

● Get in touch:
Megan O’Donnell - mno@iastate.edu
Erin Thomas - elt@iastate.edu 

https://tinyurl.com/ISCOREcake
mailto:mno@iastate.edu
mailto:elt@iastate.edu

