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usage. Could that account for the backwardness of our culture? Yes, literature 
is supposed to teach us to see meaning and beauty everywhere around us. I am 
thinking of William Blake, of course. Why should teachers lay their misplaced 
and sentimental longing for a simpler time in the past, when the world today 
is changing so fast and the children along with it? No wonder so many young 
adults are turning to their own sources of learning. Read some of the stories 
yourself—and wonder why teachers insist on inflicting them on poor students. 
Besides, so many publishers are doing them. Why repeat mediocrity and a world 
view one doesn’t agree with? Children are of the present—the Now is what they 
are discovering. Shouldn’t more books reflect that, encourage forward thinking? 
As an aside, I still think it is the graphic novel doing the best work on making 
our folklore more accessible and acceptable to our young people—so why try 
to reinvent the wheel with pap?

TS: What other books/materials for children (kinds, genres, age groups) might be 
overlooked at the moment? What might Philippine publishers of children’s books 
also consider publishing?

RS: There are still a lot of gaps in the local children’s book shelf: chapter books, books 
that reflect our children’s linguistic realities, books about our changing world 
(science, nonfiction). Frankly, I think the problem lies with the teachers who 
really have such a great influence on what publishers do. Most are uninformed 
about what’s out there; others are downright stuck in stuff no one wants to read. 
As we can see from the Wattpad trend these days, older children are leaving 
both teachers and traditional publishers behind. The academe ignores them at 
their peril—because even as they go rummaging around the caves of Fansler and 
Lola Basyang for content to support the revolutionary changes in our national 
curriculum, our children are already looking elsewhere—at computer screens 
and mobile phones for works of their contemporaries, in comic-cons and social 
media where they can read what their friends write. Thank you for the chance 
to get on my favorite hobby horses.

Flor Marie Sta. Romana-Cruz
August 3 & 11, 2014
Parañaque City, Philippines

Flor Marie “Neni” Sta. Romana-Cruz is an award-winning children’s book 
writer, journalist, educator, and book critic. Her works include Why the Piña Has a 
Hundred Eyes and Other Classic Philippine Folk Tales about Fruits, winner of the 1993 
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National Book Award for Children’s Literature and the biography Gabriela Silang, 
which received a National Book Award citation for excellence in 1992. She was the 
head of the Children’s Media Center of International School Manila, a trustee of the 
Sa Aklat Sisikat Foundation, and chair of the Philippine Board on Books for Young 
People. Neni is currently a member of the Eggie Apostol Foundation, a trustee of 
Teach for the Philippines, and chair of the National Book Development Board.

TS: How would you describe the current situation of children’s books in the 
Philippines? What are the current trends in Philippine children’s book publishing 
that you wish to prosper and continue?

Neni Sta. Romana-Cruz (NSRC): (1) More titles being published, with more 
publishers seeing the high level of interest in parents and schools for quality 
Philippine titles for children; (2) publishers being more discriminating and 
careful in their choice of manuscripts to publish; (3) less books with print [that 
is] difficult to read as it often runs on colored illustrations; (4) consciousness 
about better formatting especially with the parallel text inclusion—this is 
always tricky to successfully work out; (5) sophistication of illustrations; (6) 
less moralizing in stories. . . . Why not just insights into life, or thinking about 
why the author wrote the story and what he really wanted to say to the reader?

TS: What do you think Philippine writers and illustrators for children could offer 
the world?

NSRC: Our world-class art, the universality of stories, the uniqueness and richness 
of our Philippine traditions and heritage. Very often, when we think lofty and 
ambitious and think of “writing for the world,” we sound very contrived and 
pompous. We run the risk of flaunting our ethnicity, above all else. I think 
that first and foremost, we should just focus and think of quality writing and 
quality art—that will be easily recognizable the world over and somehow may 
be proudly recognized as world class and Filipino.

TS: What are five good books by Philippine writers and illustrators to learn from 
or emulate?

NSRC: Papel de Liha by Ompong Remigio, a tribute to mothers, yet not cloyingly 
sentimental or message-and-value laden the way adults sometimes want stories to 
be; I love the playful and charming repetition of words that listeners instinctively 
say out loud themselves. The author captures the child’s voice and vocabulary 
even when she refers to scatological humor kids love and adults are not usually 
comfortable with. Perhaps it is Remigio’s advertising background that makes 
her practice the economy of words to perfection.
Ang Unang Baboy sa Langit by Rene O. Villanueva—love and care for 
environment embodied in a pig that resists its very pig essence. [The pig of the 
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title] carries a hanky and does not ever aspire to land on a buffet table with 
an apple in her mouth. It is so imaginative, so playful, so humorous. I love 
the teasing final question at the end of the story, and isn’t the star on the pig’s 
forehead pre-Harry Potter?
Yaya Niya, Nanay Ko by Ompong Remigio (but with such limited circulation 
as a Tahanan-UNICEF title) successfully assumes a child’s point of view. A 
social issue is tackled with the little girl’s many innocent questions, beginning 
with the title.
The Girl in a Box by Felinda V. Bagas (2014 Best Reads). What a stunning and 
sophisticated book with a storyline that is so subtle yet filled with images and 
repetitions for the child reader! A story that allows the child to connect the dots 
and leads the child to ask questions. Isn’t that what literature is all about?
Ang Batang Ayaw Gumising by Rene O. Villanueva (also with limited circulation 
as a UNICEF book). Child sexual abuse is handled so sensitively and movingly 
with the child victim not wanting to literally open her eyes to her reality and 
the illustrations turning to an outburst of wild and lively colors only when 
healing begins.

TS: What would you include on your wish list for Philippine children’s literature?
NSRC: (1) more professional terms of contract between publishers and authors/

illustrators; (2) authors and illustrators need to read the fine print of their 
contracts and not just jump at the first chance to be published (difficult, I know 
from my own personal experience); (3) that authors and illustrators become role 
models and icons for the young readers; (4) author visits to be regular marketing 
strategies of publishing houses and that schools give their guests a respectable 
honorarium, building that into their school budgets; (5) books which will make 
readers laugh or think deeply, not spoon-fed with “values”; (6) stories which 
will make children want to read more; (7) books that do not dumb down [their 
readers]; (8) that the books be more widely available in public libraries or venues 
especially for the majority of families for whom books still remain items of 
luxury; (9) that every Filipino child is empowered to read and develops the love 
and habit of reading; (10) more books that will lead to a discovery or enjoyment 
of Philippine history and pride in being Filipino.

Tarie Sabido is the chair of the Philippine Board on Books for Young People. 
She may be reached at asiaintheheart@yahoo.com.

* * *
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