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This book accomplishes something that no other young adult book I know
about does: it tells the story of the Puerto Rican civil rights movement
during the late 1960s in New York City, while contextualizing it within
Puerto Rico's own tumultuous history. The majority of the time when we
teach about the Civil Rights Movement, it’s limited to a few famous
African-Americans. While this certainly doesn’t do justice to the
widespread social activism of the African-American community and its
supporters, it also leaves out Latino/a involvement in this same social
movement.

The Revolution of Evelyn Serrano is a quick, easy read for younger
readers (Grades 5 and up; I’d say even earlier if used as a read aloud) that
teaches a piece of the Civil Rights Movement which is frequently nonexistent in our classroom curricula. Often times, if our students do learn
about Latino/a activism, it’s through a figure like Cesar Chávez, or
focused on the on going debates around immigration. How often do our
students learn about Puerto Rico? I never remember it being mentioned
when I was in school, and, if I’m honest, I left it out of my own
curriculum when I was teaching. Manzano’s website includes a section of
newspaper articles and photos from 1969, which not only affirm the
historical facts behind the book, but also provide students a sense of how
the events discussed in the book were portrayed in the media (found at:
http://therevolutionofevelynserrano.com/clippings.html).
Aside from the educational historical context, it’s a beautiful story of 3
generations of mother-daughter relationships. Told from Evelyn’s point
of view, we see how Evelyn’s own political and social consciousness
unfolds in tandem with her growing understanding of both her mother and
her grandmother. Evelyn’s first description of her mother reveals the
tension frequently common between teenage daughters and their mothers:
“Why did Mami always have to be so beggy? I hated that beggy voice of
hers. She sounded like a slave” (p. 1). Then, Abuela shows up to stay at
their apartment: “At the kitchen table sat a woman whose eyebrows were
drawn on with a black make-up pencil. On her eyelids was a thick spread
of eye shadow the same blue as my snow cone. The woman’s lips were as
pink as the inside of a seashell. And, oh, her hair—it was as orange as
Bozo’s puffed up and piled on top of her head. . .” (p. 26). Not
surprisingly, there’s also tension between Mami and Abuela. But, as
Evelyn grows closer to Abuela and learns more about her Puerto Rican
heritage through Abuela, she also comes to understand more about Mami
and why “She was always covering up what she didn’t want to see, or
putting something pretty on top of something ugly” (p. 5). Just as Evelyn
is shaped by the historical context of her own life and the events she
experiences, she realizes that the same is true for Mami and Abuela, and
she comes to accept and appreciate them both for who they are. In
learning about her mother and grandmother, Evelyn begins to understand
her own history as a Puerto Rican-American and connects this to her own
social activism. As Evelyn becomes more involved with the Young Lords,
her world view expands as she learns what it means to be part of a
community.
One of my favorite elements of the book is Manzano’s descriptions. Like
the quotes referred to above, Manzano’s words do an excellent job of
painting pictures in the reader’s mind. Her descriptions of El Barrio really
give students a sense of what Evelyn’s New York City was like—the
smells, the music, the buildings, and the people are described in vivid

detail. At times, the dialogue felt a little stilted, but as an adult reader, I
may be looking for something that younger readers probably wouldn’t
notice. It certainly isn’t enough to keep me from recommending the book.
I hope it’s one of those books that makes it onto ourbookshelves and into
our classrooms and libraries.
The Revolution of Evelyn Serrano received great recognition as the 2013
Américas Award Winner and a 2013 Pura Belpré Honor Book. I hope
you'll consider adding it to your classroom library. Click here to be taken
to our Educator's Guide for the book.
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