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The majority of teachers

in the United States plan,

teach, and examine their
practice alone.

A recent study of educators*
revealed that teachers spend
only about 3 percent of their day
collaborating with colleagues.

*Scholastic/Gates Foundation 2012

NCTE Erases Teacher Isolation

Connections to

Professional learning

colleagues .
tfhrc_)lggh r(\jew FlCTE 24/7 in our online F:ee o?tl'me_afjcess
acilitated online Connected 0 Cu |Ingt¢ Ige
courses Community journal articles

)

Inspiring annual
conventions and
NCTE meetings

News and insights
on the trends and
issues in my area of
education

Don’t go it alone—Join us!

LTI Join today! www.ncte.org/join « 877-369-6283 m
Save some green with a GREEN Membership!

Save the date...

for the 2014 NCTE
Annual Convention

Story as the Landscape of Knowing
November 20-23
Washington, D.C.

Postconvention Workshops
November 24-25

For more information,
visit www.ncte.org/annual

ANNUAL CONVENTION




onference on

eadership

Institute on Critical Issues: Assessmen‘t/
July 17-19, 2014
Chicago, IL

Join other teachers, teacher-leaders, and administrators for three days
this summer as we focus on multiple aspects of assessment.

Bring your own individual plans and work closely with literacy
leaders from across the country in one of three Institute strands:

1. Using Formative and Summative Assessments to Improve Teaching
2. Assessment of Teachers

3. Assessment of Curricular Programs

Keynote Speakers Include:

ﬂ Scott Filkins @. Scott Eggerding

é )| Beverly Chin a Katherine Smith

gl Tamara Maxwell ﬁ Karen Raino

www.ncte.org/cel/institute

NCTE

National Council of Teachers of English
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ALAN Membership

Please enroll me as a member of the Assembly on Literature for Adolescents of the National Council of Teachers of English (ALAN).
| understand that individual membership includes voting rights and a one-year subscription to The ALAN Review. Institutional
membership includes a one-year subscription to The ALAN Review but no voting rights.

PLEASE SELECT TYPE AND STATUS:

Type: Status:

O Individual ($30/year*) O New membership
O Institutional ($50/year*) O Renewal

[ Student ($10.00/year*)

*International postage - add $12 per year, US funds.

BEST! Individual and Institutional members may choose multi-year membership (up to 3 years).
| wish to join for years; total $

Name Institution

Home/Work (circle one) Address:

City State Zip Email

OHome OWork OCell Phone (In the event of a problem, failure to provide contact
information may delay the renewal or initiation of your membership and ALAN Review subscription)

PLEASE SELECT POSITION AND LEVEL:

O Teacher O Elementary
O Librarian O Middle/Intermediate
O Publisher O High School
O Author O College/University
OOTHER OOTHER
Make checks payable to ALAN and mail to: Or pay by credit card and mail by USPS, or email to
ALAN Membership margeford@gmail.com, or Fax to Marge Ford at 330-755-7808
P.O. Box 234
Campbell, OH 44405-0234 Address for credit card, if different than above:
CHECK ONE
O Check enclosed Account No. (security code—3 digits on back)
O Charge my MasterCard
O Charge my VISA Expiration Date / S (amount to be charged)

O Charge my Discover
O Charge my American Express

(Your signature)
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Grim edited by Christine Johnson

Fantasy/Short Stories

Harlequin Enterprises, 2014, 480 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 978-0-373-21108-1

A girl’s psychic abilities lead her to a classmate’s unlikely murderer. A young man
embarks on a perilous quest to break a maiden’s curse, only to face a surprising con-
fession when his journey concludes. A woman finds herself caving in to the sincerity
of her captor, even as she struggles within the confines of her prison.

Grim takes the reader through the voices of 17 protagonists as they tackle the time-
less, often grotesque, predicaments first presented in fairy tales from various cultural
traditions. The short stories range from meticulous retellings of classic tales to loose
interpretations, and take the reader from enchanted high schools to spaceship com-
munities. Steeped in courtships and vice, temptation and sacrifice, Grim’s short stories
transform enduring questions about human identity and virtue into tales of contem-
porary relevance.
Jacinda Lee
Shanghai, China

Don’t Look Back by Jennifer L. Armentrout Murder Mystery

Hyperion, 2014, 367 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 978-1-4231-7512-4

After being missing for four days, Samantha wanders out of the woods covered in dirt
and blood. Before she disappeared with her best friend, Cassie, everyone said she had
everything: wealth, popularity, the perfect boyfriend. But she can’t remember any of it.
As she goes back to school and tries to put her life back together, she begins to realize
that she has no desire to be who she was because the old Sam was the meanest girl in
school. Being completely separated from who she was, Sam starts to have feelings for
the wrong boy, and she has to face the fact that she can’t remember what happened
to the missing Cassie.

Don’t Look Back is a gripping young adult novel that will keep the reader coming back
to find out what happens to Sam and why she lost her memory.

Caroline Newman

Nashville, TN

Harlequin Teen, 2014, 240 pp., $16.99

Heartbeat by Elizabeth Scott Young Adult Fiction/Romance

ISBN: 978-0-373-21096-1

Ever since her mother’s stroke, Emma’s life has deteriorated. All the things that Emma
once cared about—academic success, family, and friends—seem meaningless now
that her mother and an unborn baby are being kept alive by hideous machines. No
one seems to understand the grief and hatred that rages inside Emma, except the bad
boy Caleb Harrison, who is hiding a few of his own tortured secrets. As Emma begins
to connect with the surprisingly caring Caleb, she begins to realize that, even after
death, it might just be possible to learn to love and live again. In Heartbeat, Elizabeth
Scott weaves together an authentic narrative voice, raw emotion, and a cast of deeply
flawed characters for an unforgettable story about overcoming grief, finding hope, and
relearning to love.
Diana Liu
Nashville, TN

Heaven Is Paved with Oreos by Catherine Gilbert Murdock Young Adult Fiction/

Romance

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013, 201 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 978-0-547-62538-6

Almost ninth grader, Sarah Zorn, likes the following things: walking her grandmother’s
dog, Jack Russell George; eating her favorite food of all time, Oreos; and conducting
scientific experiments with her best friend (and pretend boyfriend), Curtis. However,
once fake dating leads to some real, complicated feelings, Sarah isn’t quite sure how to
deal with the suddenly moody Curtis. When her kooky grandmother invites her on an
adventure to Rome, Sarah agrees immediately, hoping for a much-needed distraction.
But as Sarah discovers the many wonders of Italy, she also unexpectedly uncovers a
few secrets that will soon change her outlooks on both family and love. Written as
a series of journal entries, Catherine Gilbert Murdock’s Heaven Is Paved with Oreos,
captures the heartbreaking, yet funny journey of a precocious young girl’s foray into
the world of broken hearts and first loves.
Diana Liu
Nashville, TN
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My Beautiful Hippie by Janet Nichols Lynch Coming of Age/Historical Fiction

Holiday House, 2013, 186 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 978-0-8234-2603-4

A brief interaction with a hippie named Martin while on her way to purchase Cool Whip
sends 16-year-old Joni into a lovesick tailspin that will change not only her summer
but will cause her to question her formerly bland way of life. It is up to Joni to choose
either a path of security or one of nonconformity, which she believes will help her “find
herself” in the midst of such a chaotic time in American history.

Readers will immerse themselves in a colorful, radical, yet turbulent world defined
by the “Summer of Love” of 1976. Set in the vibrant Haight-Ashbury District in San
Francisco, the novel offers an educationally enriching experience while still presenting
the coming-of-age tale through an untraditional lens. The characters display memorable
qualities that live on after finishing the novel. While some content is for mature readers
only, it still holds much instructional value.
Alexandra Saclarides
Nashville, TN

Alfred A. Knopf, 2013, 274 pp., $16.99

Muckers by Sandra Neil Wallace Historical American Fiction

ISBN: 978-0-375-96754-2

Hatley, a mining town in Northern Arizona created by the company Eureka Copper,
may soon be the casualty of a declining ore yield. The town’s high school is already
scheduled to close at the end of the 1950-51 academic year. Many of the town’s resi-
dents are also treated as if they are expendable, not unlike the Hatley High Muckers’
football field, which is made of slag—a waste gravel leftover from the smelting process.
As the Muckers prepare for the school’s last gridiron campaign, the teams’ lofty dreams
appear to exceed their numbers, their size, and realistic expectations.

Will Felix “Red” O’Sullivan, Hatley High’s quarterback, and his teammates summon
the strength for one final, memorable football season?

Paul E. Binford

Baton Rouge, LA

On a Scale from Idiot to Complete Jerk by Alison Hughes Juvenile Fiction

Orca, 2014, 144 pp., $9.95 ISBN: 978-1-4598-0484-5

J. J. Murphy has finally finished his science fair project. He’s gathered the data and
is ready to weigh in on the matter of what makes idiots and jerks the way they are.
Doing this in a “sciencey” way, he makes sure to provide plenty of graphs and case
studies as he asks the big questions: Can family members be Jerks? How about babies,
old people, and even animals?

J. J. provides more rigor than usual for an ordinary middle school science project.
Filled with definitions and examples, On a Scale from Idiot to Complete Jerk gives a
comprehensive outlook on who idiots and jerks are and why some people qualify but
not others. But underneath this cerebral exterior lies a lighthearted investigation into the
people J. J. Murphy interacts with and the things they do to bother the rest of mankind.
Anthony DeMaio

Memphis, TN

Pinned by Sharon G. Flake

Realistic Fiction/Diversity

Scholastic Press, 2012, 228 pp., $17.99 ISBN: 978-0-545-05718-9

Though able and disabled in key aspects of their lives, ninth graders Autumn and Adonis
could not be more different. Autumn splits her time between being an aspiring baker,
accomplished wrestler on an all-male team, and loyal friend. Adonis, on the other hand,
shines as a math tutor, manager of the wrestling team, and volunteer at the library.
Autumn struggles intellectually with reading, leaving her in a constant precarious state
with her teachers and parents, not to mention her own confidence; Adonis struggles
physically with a disability that has left him in a wheelchair, rendering him stoic and
detached from peers. Both become entwined in a relationship that will forever test the
boundaries of their own self-control and discovery.

Told from alternating voices, Pinned gives a voice to the daily struggles and triumphs

of adolescents with special needs, asking readers to empathize and consider difference
in a nuanced light.

Charlsie Wigley

Anniston, AL

T « H ¢ E

ALAN

Clip & File YA Book Reviews

A4

REVIEW




T ¢ H ¢ E

ALAN

REVIEW

SMaINay Yoog w4 a4 B dip

A5

NI “s19yst]
URUN{D0)) BINET]

"A[urey pue spuaLyy 3uraof jo day ay3 yiim Apagdell puokaq
aaouwl pue 1dedde 01 MOY] UIBI[ }SNUI Y PUE ‘POOYP[IYD SIY Jo satIowaw [njured S[[eIal
9y ‘smeq ayl Suun( -ar33eN Aq paidope aq 01 143y 1sSNW oI “A[IWE} MU Iy [IIm
JAI[ 0} WIY e} 0} A1} 01 s1eadde Iay10W YIIIq JUSAE S NI Uaym SINSUS eulelp [e39]

*19431980) pIeMIO} 9AOW O} UIeI] Isnul SI33e|N pue A ‘Yieap d13en
SIY JO IPWLID}e 3} U] "SUIUINISI I9A WO WIY S)udAaId JUSPIdde 1ed e Ing ‘3ull e Anq
0} $908 I19YJe} S, 9N "IN0Je pawealp sey 9y A[Iwe} s[oym ay} saurdew NI ‘9133eN
03 asodoid 03 sueyd Jo Wy S[[33} Pep S, UM '3q P[NOYs wou e 1eym Jo sjdurexa
1s9q 3} se ‘9138 ‘PUSLYIS S,I9YIEJ SIY SI3$ Y PUP ‘PUSLY 1$3q SIY SB ‘WY PISIel
Sey OUyMm ‘I3YIeJ SIY S93s 9H °SIPIA UI ISIOW YIIq SIY YIIMm JOBIUOD PEY JOU SBeY NI

€-06-812€€6-1-826 ‘N4SI 66'ST$ “dd 887 ‘€107 ‘pooma[Sue],

Aqrure,] / Apage1], U9s2ISN[ SWPI[[IM WY Aq anyg 1sadaa( aY ],

NI ‘s12ysti
UBUND0)) BINeT]

jumo IRyl Uo A1 0} sanbruyoa)l
Sunum dn yord pue s3urqis 3y} apisSuore smau pue Anood INoge WILI [[IM SIIPeAI
J00q 37} INOYZNOIY ], "SUNIIM PUE 3A0] [00YIS-9peId Jo uoneIo[dxa s, UeAT pUE S,31SSAf
0} 9131 0 J[qE 3 [[IM SISPEIY "SIYSILID }9I03S ,SAIPUISSP]D 1Y 9sodxa Aewr 31 SUNIIM
INQ ‘10 SUIYOILAS U] SBY YS AI01S 3} SPUL JYS ‘AISISAUI I} $91STISIAUI JISSA[ SY

JUSWISSBIIBqUID S93S AJUO UeAY S[IYyM ‘A103s 3UNIOXs ue unLm 03Ul
PBI] B S93S JISSAL NSIP S, JUIPMIS YOra Ul s3a3essall [euosiad YIm s3Ieay Apued Suiaea]
S}Ie)S APOQIUIOS UM\ "UBSIIN UO YSTLID SIY SUI[PaAal INoyim Juswudisse waod aa0]
SIY [SIUY 01 SPaau UeAY W1I0] 0-f 9} ‘Todedsmau mau 19y 10J A101s 31q B pulj 01 SPaau
JISS9[ "ApPal 10U 9If DISIL], JISSI[ pue ueaq s3urqls nq ‘0-F SSe[0 Ul siopeid Ylnoj
a1 10} dn 3uruiod s1 Ae( S,9UNUS[EA ‘SILIaS IBA) SPBUOWT 91} JO UOHIBNUIIUOD SIY} U]

6-80CC0-¥¥5-0-826 :NdSI 66'S1$ “dd €T ‘€10T MNOdIEH UIFFIN U0IySnoH

An30g/sdrysuone[ay/uondrg dnsieay sa1Ae(] uranboer Aq ysvws Apun) ayJ

X1 ‘uoisnoy
uolired I[@1y

"9AeS 01 1amod si1 pue
o13PW U 9ASI[9q 0} WIAY} SIIPP PUE SISPEAI Ul JIUAD 3} 03 syeads ayg -awn jo guissed
o) rdsap ‘eousniadxe UPWINY S} JO SSAUIWES 3} JO SISPESI PUIWSI 0} [EOIUOUERD
9} JO SSIUISSP[D 3} YIM DIOP[[0] UBIIXIN JO AJURIQIA 97} SIIPIIUI A[[NJaIeD [[EDIN

"I9AO SI 1T [IIUN JSUIS HBW JOU S0P AduInof e 1ey)
9Z1[eal1 0} S[IS 3y} I0] ‘USIP[IYD 1Y SUI[IY JO PIsNdIde ISYIOW B JO 1S0YS dY) ‘PUOIO[T
BT pue uew peap Surkedap e jo d[@y oY) $a¥e} I WA} PUNOIR P[IOM 3} PUB SIAI]
I3} PUBISISPUN 03 IOM SIISIS I9ZUNOA INOJ I8y PUe BIPIQO SIIYS SDSOdLIDI 9yl JO
Jounung ‘I9Y)OW PIYIOMISAO UB pUE ISUIE] JUSSqe Ue Jo ANIqeIsur 9y} Aq pajosyyy

8-006-09009-1-826 :NdSI 66°61$ “dd ¢S¢€ ‘7107 ‘s 0oog MOT ® 997

uonoIg [[eDoN eraren adnjepens Aq spsodLID Y37 Jo 1ounung

NI ‘SI9USLI
UPUNR{O0) BINET

‘[[9M S SINTUNUIWOD UMO I} Ul 9[doad JusIajjIp Aueul a1} 0} INO
[oral 0} SIOpeal a1idsur Isn( ApW S9INJUIAPE SWINISWIWNS Y} JO saLiols pue ‘ardoad
[nydpy s1ow ‘I9pup| 9q 0} UIed[ JIdquaWY pue Auuyor ‘diysuone[al IRy} ysnoIyy,
"199] SIY U0 ¥oeq Ioqugiau po ya1s e Suid[ay pue ‘sapndil snoisduep ul SUIWIMS WOIJ
poy e Suiaes ‘9sodoid ued JUBINEISAI ILIOAB] II9Y} JO I9UMO 3} 0s ULl 1sO[ e Surpuy
11919801 S9INJUSAPE ISWWNS AUPW dABY A3} ‘19S0[0 M0I3 AUUYO[ PUP I9qUISWSY SV

"$90UIIDJIP 119U} 3)1dsap Ioquiauwiay
M SPUSLI] 9q 0} MOY SuIed] Auuyor ‘sassardord Iswrwns 3y} se Ing 1siy 1e Auuyor
I0J IMOYJIP ST [[PM IDqUIDWIDY MOUY 0} SUNISD "SYIOM 3)19[[0) JUNY S[IYM ‘WSHNY
SB[ OUM ‘I9qUISUISY [d1em 0] SI (O[ ISWWINS SIY MON “ISUISWY UISN0D SIY PUB 9)19]
-[0D uny yim Aeis 03 jjo wiry sdoIp wowr SIy Uaym Iswuwns 3urioq e s}oadxa Auuyor

0-85-5565€6-1-826 :NdSI S6'6$ "dd 97T ‘€107 ‘ssa1d solund 0dur)

dryspuaii / uonorq onsiesay MOTUIS A\ BAY AS[IIUS Aq Addi(q 19quuaway




The Inventor’s Secret by Andrea Cremer Fiction/Steampunk

Philomel Books, 2014, 372 pp., $18.99 ISBN: 978-0-399-15962-6

After the failure of the American Revolution, the revolutionaries must go underground.
Charlotte is a 16-year-old girl living in the Catacombs, preparing for the day when she
too will join the Resistance and fight for freedom from the British Empire. When Char-
lotte rescues a strange boy with no memory of who he is from the woods, it sets off
a chain of events that will change her life. She is thrown undercover into New York’s
elite society, where she must not only do her duty to the Resistance, but discover what
it means to fall in love.

The Inventor’s Secret is an intriguing start to a series that raises the question of what

it means to be human while still acting as a juicy page turner riddled with teen angst,
plot twists, and sexual tension.

Madelin Otterbein

Coralville, IA

The Killing Woods by Lucy Christopher Mystery/Thriller

Scholastic, 2014, 384 pp., $17.99 ISBN: 978-0-545-46100-9

A young girl is found dead. The worst part is that everyone blames Emily’s dad. It’s
true he’s an ex-soldier. Sure, he might be suffering a little PTSD. But when he comes
out of the forest that surrounds their house holding Ashlee’s corpse in his arms, he
couldn’t be the one who did it . . . could he?

Emily teams up with Damon, the dead girl’s boyfriend, as they try to uncover the identity
of the murderer. Emily teems with the strength of a realistic protagonist, while Damon’s
accounts contain the barest hints of his own dark secrets. As they investigate the dark
woods together, they realize the trees contain their own life, their own sacred evil that
whispers of the deeds that have occurred amongst them. This deceitful mystery con-
tains mystical elements of the classic fairytale, yet all the chilling suspense of a thriller.
Jonathan W. Thurston

Jackson, TN

Houghton Mifflin, 2013, 325 pp., $17.99

The Testing by Joelle Charbonneau Young Adult/Dystopian/Science Fiction

ISBN: 978-0-547-95910-8

Newly graduated Malencia (Cia) Vale hopes to receive the high honor of being selected
to participate in The Testing, the United Commonwealth’s brainchild for choosing fu-
ture leaders from the most promising graduates of all the civilization’s colonies. When
Cia learns she will travel to Tosu City to partake in The Testing, her father, himself a
former Testing candidate, shares with her his nightmares, ominously foreshadowing
what Cia may encounter in her experience. Although her father cautions her to “trust no
one,” even his warnings cannot prepare Cia for the trials she will face in The Testing.

The Testing offers a thrilling picture of a dystopian civilization whose government tests
the limits of its youth in every way. Charbonneau’s gripping account of Cia’s struggle
to contend with the challenges she faces throughout The Testing invites the reader to
question what actions he or she might take if forced into Cia’s position.
Leslie Douglas
Nashville, TN

The Screaming Staircase by Jonathan Stroud Fantasy / Adventure

Disney Hyperion, 2013, 374 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 978-1-4231-6491-3

Ghosts have been appearing in London, and not all of them are harmless. When a haunt-
ing becomes dangerous, people call in agencies of kids with psychic abilities to inves-
tigate. Lucy, Lockwood, and George make up Lockwood & Co., an agency desperately
in debt after a destructive mistake in fighting a ghost. They accept an offer to explore
Combe Carey Hall in exchange for paying off their debt. No agent has ever survived its
deadly Red Room or Screaming Staircase, but Lockwood & Co. have one night to try.

The Screaming Staircase introduces the Lockwood & Co. series with equal parts horror

and humor. Readers will wonder about the origin of London’s ghostly problem, the

background of A. J. Lockwood and his agency, and how Lockwood & Co. will solve

mysteries to defeat fearsome foes—both living and dead—before they become ghosts
themselves.

Laura Cockman

Fishers, IN
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Vampire’s Kiss by Veronica Wolff Teen Fiction/Fantasy

Penguin Books, 2012, 320 pp., $9.99 ISBN: 978-0-451-23572-5

Annelise Drew is having a weird semester. Her two best friends seem to be avoiding
her and the guy she has a crush on may or may not have a crush on someone else.
Her courses make no sense (who needs conversational High German?) and it looks
like some of her classmates want her dead. To top it all off, she has been getting a lot
of attention from one very mysterious, very attractive vampire. . . .

The second installment in the Watchers trilogy, Vampire’s Kiss, follows Drew as she

continues on her path to becoming a deadly agent for the undead. Filled with plenty

of action and all of the romantic suspense that we have come to expect from its genre,

this book will quench the bloodthirst of any reader—and it might just teach a lesson
or two about friendship along the way.

Matt Cutler

Nashville, TN

Young Jerry Ford: Athlete and Citizen by Hendrik Booraem V = History/Biography

William B. Erdmans, 2013, 138 pp., $14.00 ISBN: 978-0-8028-6942-5

In September of 1912 in Harvard, Illinois, Leslie King Jr. was born. This book exam-
ines the many changes (including a name change) that Leslie would undergo before
entering adulthood as Jerry Ford, a man who would later go on to become President
of the United States. Booraem focuses exclusively on Ford’s early years from birth to
the end of high school. We are invited to see Ford both as a growing individual and as
a citizen during a fascinating time in American history.

Overall, the book offers a commendably detailed portrait of the young Ford. That said,

with the exception of a tumultuous relationship with his biological father, Ford’s story

offers little in the way of surprises. Those already interested in Ford will find here a

treasure trove of information about the roots of Ford’s political persona, but non-history
buffs may find the intense attention to detail a tad tedious.

Dan King

Cherry Hill, NJ

Your Constant Star by Brenda Hasiuk Realistic Fiction

Orca, 2014, 236 pp., $12.95 ISBN: 978-1-4598-0368-8

When Bev Novak finds herself pregnant, she seeks support from her childhood best
friend, Faye, from whom she has long been estranged. With Bev’s boyfriend, Manny,
a stoner with a heart of gold, this unlikely trio attempts to navigate the complexities
of choosing adoptive parents for Bev’s unborn child.

Brenda Hasiuk’s honest and smart portrayal of the emotional lives of these three Ca-
nadian teens is both compelling and refreshing. Readers will easily connect with this
story that boldly resists clichés familiar to the genre as it simultaneously tackles difficult
topics like teenage pregnancy, mental illness, and family conflict. Your Constant Star
explores both the particular beauty and brutality of life as a young adult, suggesting
that perhaps these things “are just two halves of the same whole.”

Kenan B. Kerr

Gastonia, NC

T « H ¢ E

ALAN

Clip & File YA Book Reviews

A8

REVIEW




Table of Contents

Volume 41
Number 3

Summer 2014

Steven Bickmore
Jacqueline Bach
Melanie Hundley

Kristine E. Pytash
Richard E. Ferdig

Gretchen Schwarz

E. Suzanne Ehst
Jill M. Hermann-Wilmarth

Donna L. Miller

Ashley K. Dallacqua
Dorothy J. Sutton

James Bucky Carter

Melanie Hundley

Ruth Caillouet
Amy Davis Sanford

Jennifer Miller

Nancy Garden

Lyn Miller-Lachmann

M. Jerry Weiss

Laura May
Melanie Hundley
Teri Holbrook

Matt Skillen

otame g1 iz Namber One

From the Editors 3
Call for Manuscripts 5
Using The ALAN Review to Help Understand the Past,
Present, and Future of YA Literature 6
Enough Apologetics: Time to Be Critical of YA Literature 19
Troubling the Single Story: 24
Teaching International Narrative through a Critical Literacy Lens

Building Bridges with Cultural Identity Literature 31
Critical Discussions: 39

Using Satrapi's Persepolis with High School Language Arts Students

Graphic Novels, Adolescence, “Making Spaces,” and

Teacher Prep in a Graduate YAL Course 51
Clip and File AT1-A8
Facing Our Dragons: 62
Wrestling with the Canon, Censorship, and Common Core through YA Literature
An Author’s Influence: 71
Investigating Student Response to a Novel and Motivation for Future Reading
LGBTQ Young Adult Literature: 79

How It Began, How It Grew, and Where It Is Now  The Author Connection

Beyond Pity: Creating Complex, Likable Teen Protagonists with Disabilities 84
The Author Connection

Five Things to Ponder: The Publisher's Connection 89

New Genres, Same Narratives?: 93
A Close yet Critical Reading of Obama Biographies The Research Connection

From Innocence to Relevance: 97
Preservice Teachers' Reflections on Attending the 2013 ALAN Workshop

The Classroom Connection (with Nate Blunk, Shanna Kirgan, Rebecca Orr, Kaitlyn
Pellegrino, Lexy Viscardi, and Matt Walters)

Stories from the Field 100

Trve ALAN Review  Summer 2014



T ¢« H ¢ E

ALAN

REVIEW

Steven Bickmore
sbick@lsu.edu
Louisiana State University

Coeditors

Jacqueline Bach
Jbach@Isu.edu
Louisiana State University

Melanie Hundley
melanie.hundley@vanderbilt.
edu

YA Book Review Editor  Melanie Hundley

Editorial Review Board

Lawrence Baines, University of Oklahoma

Katherine Barr, San Francisco, California

Kylene Beers, Reading and Writing Project Teachers College
Jean Borren, Northern Arizona University

Cynthia A. Bowman, Columbus, Ohio

Jean E. Brown, Warwick, Rhode Island

Michael Cart, Chico, California

Beverly Chin, University of Montana

Melissa Comer, Cumberland College

Chris Crowe, Brigham Young University

Pat Daniel, University of South Florida

Kevin Dupree, University of Southern Mississippi

Joan Elliot, Indiana University of Pennsylvania

Bonnie Ericson, California State University at Northridge
Ted Fabiano, Blue Valley Northwest High School

Karen Ford, Ball State University

Nena Foster-Pritchard, North Olmsted High School, Ohio
Montye Fuse, Arizona State University

Marshall George, Fordham University

Wendy Glenn, University of Connecticut

Gail P. Gregg, Florida International University

Robin Denise Groce, Mississippi State University

Kay Parks Haas, Johnson County Community College, Kansas
Judith Hayn, University of Arkansas, Little Rock

Kathy Headley, Clemson University

Sarah Herz, Westport, Connecticut

Kaavonia M. Hinton-Johnson, Old Dominion University
Jaime Hylton, University of New England

Rita Karr, Oklahoma Road Middle School, Maryland
Joan Kaywell, University of South Florida

Kathryn Kelly, Radford University

Patricia P. Kelly, Virginia Tech

Daphne Key, Papillon, Nebraska

Dixie Keyes, Arkansas State University

Teri S. Lesesne, Sam Houston State University

Rob Lockhart, Morehead State University

Arlene Harris Mitchell, University of Cincinnati

Elaine O'Quinn, Appalachian State

Daria Plumb, Riverside Academy, Michigan

Elizabeth Poe, University of West Virginia

Suzanne Reid, Emory and Henry College

Gary Salvner, Youngstown State University

Barbara G. Samuels, University of Houston at Clear Lake
Robert C. Small, Radford University

Anna Soter, Ohio State University, Columbus

Elaine C. Stephens, Michigan

Barbara Stover, Chatfield Senior High School

Lois Stover, St. Mary's College of Maryland

Alan Teasley, Durham, North Carolina

Mary Ann Tighe, Troy State University

Ellis Vance, Fresno County Office of Education
Elizabeth Watts, Broward County, Florida

Ann Wilder, Durham, North Carolina

Carole Williams, St. Louis, Missouri

Susan N. Wood, Florida State University

Geri Yaccino, St. Charles Middle School, lllinois

Connie Zitlow, Ohio Wesleyan University

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

Instructions for Authors

ABOUT THE ALAN REVIEW. The ALAN Review is a peer-reviewed (refereed) journal published by the Assembly on
Literature for Adolescents of the National Council of Teachers of English. It is devoted solely to the field of literature for
adolescents. It is published three times per academic year (fall, winter, and summer) and is sent to all members, indi-
vidual and institutional, of ALAN (The Assembly on Literature for Adolescents of NCTE). Members of ALAN need not
be members of NCTE.

THE ALAN REVIEW publishes reviews of and articles on literature for adolescents and the teaching of that literature:
research studies, papers presented at professional meetings, surveys of the literature, critiques of the literature, articles
about authors, comparative studies across genre and/or cultures, articles on ways to teach the literature to adolescents,
and interviews of authors.

AUDIENCE. Many of the individual members of ALAN are classroom teachers of English in middle, junior, and senior
high schools. Other readers include university faculty members in English and/or Education programs, researchers in

the field of adolescent literature, librarians, authors, publishers, reading teachers and teachers of other related content
areas. ALAN has members in all 50 states and a number of foreign countries.

PREFERRED STYLE. Manuscripts should usually be no longer than fifteen double-spaced, typed pages. A manuscript
submitted for consideration should deal specifically with literature for adolescents and/or the teaching of that literature.
It should have a clearly defined topic and be scholarly in content, as well as practical and useful to people working
with and/or studying adolescents and their literature. Research studies and papers should be treated as articles rather
than formal reports. Stereotyping on the basis of sex, race, age, etc., should be avoided, as should gender-specific
terms such as “chairman.’

MANUSCRIPT FORMAT. Manuscripts should be double-spaced throughout, including quotations and bibliographies.
A title page with author's name, affiliation, address, and a short professional biographical sketch should be included.
The author's name should not appear on the manuscript pages; however, pages should be numbered. Short quotations,
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Steven Bickmore, Jacqueline Bach, & Melanie Hundley

From the Editors

of The ALAN Review, I looked back through my

saved emails from the spring of 2009 when we
were preparing to take over TAR duties. There were
the emails of introductions, of budgets, of permis-
sions, and of questions—Iots and lots of questions
from Steve, Melanie, and me. In my first few interac-
tions with our new editorial team—Wendy Glenn,
Ricki Ginsberg and Danielle King—I've noticed how
many of those I could answer simply by cutting and
pasting from previous editors Jim Blasingame and Lori
Goodson’s responses. In looking back at their final
issue’s introduction, as well as that of former editor
Pamela Sissi Carroll (Blasingame and Goodson’s on
being intimidated, Carroll’s on remembering), I can’t
express as eloquently as they did the joy and honor
we feel after spending the last five years contributing
to this important field.

Before I describe the exciting contents of this is-
sue, I would like to give thanks. There’s not enough
space for me to thank everyone, so I must limit myself
to thanking the several graduate students who have
been of tremendous help over the past five years.
Many have left our university and have their own
classrooms now; they are Karin deGravelles, Cord
McKeithen, Heather Durham, Shannon Pope, Sybil
Durand, and Leylja Emiraliyeva-Pitre. I would also
like to thank Michelle Zoss who has designed our past
five covers that have captured the growing nature of
reading—from the book to the digital book to the au-
dio recording to the tablet. Thank you. And, of course,
a huge thank you to Carol Schanche, our editor, who

I n preparing for this issue, our last one as editors

has been so wonderful.

I (Jackie) have a ten-year-old son who loves
watching Spongebob cartoons. In many episodes,
Spongebob hurls himself into each new endeavor
proclaiming, “I'm Ready, I'm Ready.” In the spirit of
Spongebob, the three of us are going to share with
you what we’re ready for now that our tenure as edi-
tors is coming to an end.

I'm ready to read what my son will be reading.

He’s just now getting into young adult literature.
He’s read J. K. Rowling, Rick Riordan, Ridley Pear-
son, R. J. Palacio’s Wonder, Cynthia Lord’s Rules,
and Chris Grabenstein’s Escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s
Library. Someday it will be Hunger Games, Speak,
Monster, Boy 21, and whatever work captures the
public’s attention for whatever mysterious reason that
draws us to vampires, basketball games, and boarding
schools. Those involved with ALAN know to listen to
what our students tell us about what they are reading,
and we know how to listen to be able to recommend
titles back to them. Many of the contributions to TAR
during the past five years speak to the magic of shar-
ing and discussing a good book.

I (Melanie) am ready to challenge my students to
see what those of us who love YAL see in it.

I teach several young adult literature classes. In
each incarnation of the class—whether it is a focus
on race, class, gender, and sexual identity in YAL,
or the appropriation of mythology or Shakespeare in
YAL—I watch the students fall in love with the texts
they read. They become passionate advocates of these
texts; now I want them to be able to critique them,
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to push the field forward, to both celebrate the books
and challenge them. The field of YAL has become
increasingly diverse, artistic, experimentative, and
thoughtful. I want to challenge my students to keep
that momentum going and growing.

I'm ready to advocate for digital and multimodal
young adult literature.

Working with middle school readers in several
after-school and weekend reading programs, I have
watched them read both print texts and multimodal
texts. Right now, we’re reading one of Patrick Car-
man’s novels, and the students are fascinated both
with the story and with the novelty of the two media
formats. As many young adult authors take up the
digital and multimodal writing challenge, I look for-
ward to reading and sharing a new form of storytelling
with kids.

I'm ready to see what is next.

I’m not ready to say goodbye to the amazing peo-
ple with whom I have worked at ALAN. The past five
years as editor has been an amazing journey for the
three of us. While our tenure as editor of The ALAN
Review is ending, our commitment to the field is not. I
am ready to see what the next stage in the work is for
me and for Jackie and Steve.

I (Steve) am ready to visit more schools and recon-
nect with past English education students who are
teaching in the field.

It has been wonderful communicating with all
of the various contributors to The ALAN Review over
the last five years. However, it does take time—time
that has too often kept me away from visiting the
classes of students who have graduated over the last
five years. They occasionally send emails telling me
about how their students respond to Crutcher, Voight,
Green, Lipsyte, Myers, Myracle, Anderson (MT and
LH), Sachar, Levithan, and numerous others. I want to
watch the magic in the classroom. I want to see what
my former students, now colleagues, are doing with
young adult literature. How are they using YA litera-
ture to explore the ins and outs of the Common Core
State Standards and to engage reluctant readers? I am
also interested in what pedagogical strategies, includ-
ing YA literature, they are using to accomplish their
goals. After all, these preservice teachers and master’s
students are the ones who responded enthusiastically
to the books in YA courses, methods classes, or as
part of one-to-one discussions. Many TAR articles in
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the last five years have explored what teachers do in
their classrooms. It is time I took a closer look.

And, now, we’re ready to introduce this issue.

The theme for this issue is how to teach young
adult literature in an age of censorship and Common
Core, and as usual, our authors and reviewers decided
what we should include in this issue. These articles
touch upon teaching in an age of Common Core and
censorship, but not in overt ways.

Two articles, one by Kristine E. Pytash and
Richard E. Ferdig and the other by Gretchen Schwarz,
examine the role that The ALAN Review has played in
the field of young adult literature. Pytash and Ferdig
note the trends of articles published in TAR since
2005 and Schwarz asks us as a field to evaluate young
adult literature in order to identify works our students
should be reading.

The article by E. Suzanne Ehst and Jill M. Her-
mann-Wilmarth as well as the one by Donna L. Miller
call for continued conversations and contemplations
on the ways we incorporate young adult literature
with characters from non-Western cultures and assist
students in connecting their out-of-school experi-
ences with those found in the classroom. In the end,
both pieces demonstrate spaces for these texts within
the CCSS and show that stories can serve as bridges
between students’ own experiences and the effect
of those experiences on who they are becoming as
adolescents.

Graphic novels also deserve consideration in an
age of Common Core and censorship. Both the article
by Ashley K. Dallacqua and Dorothy J. Sutton and the
one by Bucky Carter provide productive, useful ap-
proaches for teachers while tackling issues of critical
literacy, adolescence, and the genre itself.

Choosing which texts to teach, recommend, or
share is becoming an escalating problem in an age
of Common Core and censorship. Ruth Caillouet and
Amy Davis Sanford explore the joys and troubles as-
sociated with choosing texts to read in young adult
literature courses while Jennifer Miller examines the
magic that infuses the reading of a book when teenag-
ers get to interact with the author.

We have always been fortunate to feature pieces
by authors of young adult literature in TAR, and the
two Author Connection columns by Nancy Garden
and Lyn Miller-Lachmann speak to the craft and care



that go into writing stories about LGBT characters and
characters with disabilities. In this issue’s The Pub-
lisher’s Connection, Jerry Weiss provides current com-
mentary on the state of booksellers and a comprehen-
sive list of current titles that are worth reading. In The
Research Connection, Laura May, Melanie Hundley,
and Teri Holbrook examine the Common Core’s focus
on informational texts and analyze several biographies
on President Obama. In The Classroom Connection,

Call for Manuscripts

Submitting a Manuscript:

Matt Skillen and several of his students share their
experiences at last year’s ALAN Conference. I love
that one student describes it as a reunion, because
I feel that way each year. Our two Stories from the
Field feature what Hipple characterizes as the “It’s the
THAT, teacher.”

Finally, we’re ready to see what comes next for
ALAN, beginning with the new editorial team and
next year’s conference!

Manuscript submission guidelines are available on p. 2 of this issue and on our website at

http://www.alan-ya.org/the-alan-review/.

Summer 2015: (Re)membering and (Re)living: Probing the Collective and Individual Past

Stories are dynamic, told and heard, accepted and revered, rejected and rewritten by readers who
draw from their experiences and understandings to garner meaning from the words on the page. In
young adult texts, fiction and nonfiction, historical and contemporary and futuristic, this dynamism
can encourage the critique of our collective past, helping us question assumptions about what came
before and reconsider our responsibilities to the present and future. These texts can also help us con-
sider the adolescent experience across time and place and explore the similarities and differences that
shape reality as young people navigate and draft their own coming-of-age stories. This universality
can foster a connection to others and reinforce our shared existence as members of a human commu-
nity. And yet, these texts can give emotional reality to names, dates, and other factual information,
letting us imagine the voices of those who lived in other places and times, voices that have some-
times been silenced in official accounts of history, ideally inspiring us to honor these voices and gen-
erate a better future. Through these stories, we might come to reject a single narrative and develop
empathy for individuals we never knew—and those we did and do and will.

In this issue, we welcome articles that explore the relationship between young adult literature,
history, stories, and readers. We acknowledge that “every living soul is a book of their own history,
which sits on the ever-growing shelf in the library of human memories” (Jack Gantos, Dead End in
Norvelt). And that, “If you stare at the center of the universe, there is coldness there. A blankness.
Ultimately, the universe doesn’t care about us. Time doesn’t care about us. That’s why we have to
care about each other” (David Levithan, Every Day). Stories matter in this caring: “I leapt eagerly into
books. The characters’ lives were so much more interesting than the lonely heartbeat of my own”
(Ruta Sepetys, Out of the Easy).

As always, we also welcome submissions focused on any aspect of young adult literature not
directly connected to this theme. All submissions may be sent to alan-review@uconn.edu prior to
November 1, 2014. Please see the ALAN website (http://www.alan-ya.org/page/alan-review-author-
guidelines) for submission guidelines.
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Kristine E. Pytash and Richard E. Ferdig

Using The ALAN Review to Help Understand
the Past, Present, and Future of YA Literature

endy Glenn used her Fall 2011 President’s
W column in The ALAN Review (TAR) to

make important observations about the
field of young adult literature. For instance, she ar-
gued that young adult (YA) authors have always tack-
led matters of consequence, such as addiction, family
dynamics, and gender (p. 7). She noted the field has
welcomed new perspectives, specifically from those
who have been historically marginalized (p. 8). And,
she highlighted the ability of YA authors to use new
forms and technologies to engage readers in diversity,
culture, and communication (p. 8-9). Her conclusion
was that whatever lies around the bend, the YA field
was prepared to “withstand the winds of change” (p.
10).

As we consider what lies ahead for the field of YA
literature, it is important to pause and take stock of
what we currently know. In fact, this was the impe-
tus for an analysis of articles published in The ALAN
Review from 2005-2011. The goal of this analysis was
to determine whether there were any enduring trends
over those seven years and whether there were any
key indicators that might help us consider current
trends and where the field is heading. Additional
value derives from this investigation’s ability to set
a meta-analytic baseline, helping us step back and
examine who we are and what we write.

Literature syntheses highlight past trends and
provide insight into the issues that have been impor-
tant in the field. They stimulate conversations about
what the field has valued and will continue to deem
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important. Literature reviews can also highlight what
is missing from the literature. Acknowledging the gaps
in the field’s knowledge base allows the community to
consider why these gaps exist and what new ques-
tions should be raised. These discussions provide
opportunities for reflection on the goals and values

of the community. As the leading journal dedicated
solely to the scholarship of YA literature, an analysis
of The ALAN Review provides an interesting picture

of the field’s landscape. Rather than an historical
examination of all of the journal’s issues, this review
offers a snapshot of a recent timeframe in order to en-
gage the community in conversations about potential
avenues of future scholarship.

It is important, also, to remember that discussions
of what articles were published in The ALAN Review
differ from discussions about what YA literature is
being published. While there might be overlap, the
mission of The ALAN Review (as published on page
2 of each issue) is to publish “reviews of and articles
on literature for adolescents and the teaching of that
literature: research studies, papers presented at profes-
sional meetings, surveys of the literature, critiques
of the literature, articles about authors, comparative
studies across genre and/or cultures, articles on ways
to teach the literature to adolescents, and interviews
of authors” ( 2).

In this article, we first present an overview of the
categories that emerged within the analysis. We then
dive deeper into each category to emphasize trends.
The article concludes with a discussion on the future,
highlighting implications from each category.



An Overview of TAR articles

There were 229 articles published in The ALAN
Review between 2005 and 2011. For this review,
“articles” include submitted manuscripts, author
interviews, research connections, and the publishers’
connections. Two editorial teams (Goodson & Blas-
ingame until Summer 2009, and Bickmore, Bach, &
Hundley beginning Fall 2009) are represented in this
review. While the purpose of a peer-reviewed jour-
nal is to have a representative body of work, edito-
rial teams often guide the direction of the journal.
Therefore, The ALAN Review not only represents a
slice of what YA literature is being published, but also
the scholarship surrounding YA literature and the
decisions of the editorial team, including those who
review for the journal.

In order to complete this literature synthesis, we
spent a significant amount of time re-reading each
article, creating categories, reviewing categories, and
assigning the reviews to categories. We asked our-
selves: What is the focus of the article? What is the
author trying to communicate to readers? What are the
goals of the article? We used these questions to guide
our placement of articles. For instance, Daniels (2006)
discussed how literary theories could be used to
analyze YA literature. We assigned Daniels article to a
category called Theory. We then moved to the next ar-
ticle, constantly comparing our category assignments
and definitions as we progressed.

This led to an arranging and rearranging of not
only the articles, but the categories themselves. For
example, initially we had the following categories:

1) Using YA literature in schools and libraries, 2)
Engaging young adults in YA literature, 3) Using YA
literature with preservice and inservice teachers, and
4) instructional approaches for YA literature. As we
looked across these categories, we recognized the
articles had the similar goal of engaging readers in YA
literature. We decided to collapse these categories into
one section, Engagement, so that we could examine if
there were similarities in how educators and librarians
were engaging readers in YA literature across contexts
and age groups.

The obvious danger in such a broad categori-
zation scheme is that one article might fit multiple
categories; therefore, articles might have a similar
focus but be in separate sections. For example, we

placed Adomat’s (2009) article featuring YA books
with young adults with disabilities in the Adolescents’
Lives category, while Menchetti, Plattos, and Carroll’s
(2011) article that explored preservice teachers’ in-
teractions with YA litera-
ture that featured young
adults with disabilities was
placed in Engagement. In
this particular case, we
made this distinction by
asking ourselves, “Was the
author trying to provide
insight on YA novels that
focus on adolescents’ lives
or was the goal to examine
instructional approaches
and implications?” Our
thinking behind this specific decision was that Ado-
mat’s article examined the YA books themselves, and
Menchetti et al.’s article examined preservice teachers’
interactions or engagement during reading. In order
to make the placement, we consistently went back
to reflecting on the main goals for the article and the
author’s rationale for the article.

After reviewing all 229 articles, seven categories
emerged:

The ALAN Review not

only represents a slice of
what YA literature is being
published, but also the
scholarship surrounding

YA literature.

1. Adolescents’ Lives: Articles that address specific
aspects of YA literature and young lives (e.g., de-
pression or pregnancy). These articles examine par-
ticular issues present in adolescents’ lives, events
that impact their lives, and also how young adults
identify themselves and these representations of
identity in YA literature.

2. Diverse Perspectives: Articles focusing on YA lit-
erature that presents diversity. While this category
might seem similar to adolescents’ lives, these
articles emphasize how particular cultures are rep-
resented in YA literature.

3. Engagement: Articles that highlight the use of YA
literature for engagement. The articles in this sec-
tion explore the places and ways educators and
librarians engage students in YA literature.

4. Forms, Formats, and Genres: Articles that specifi-
cally examine genres, forms, and formats.

5. Important People: Articles about or interviews with
YA authors or those who influence YA literature.

6. Significance of YA Lit: Articles about the past and
present significance of YA literature.
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Many members of ALAN

work closely with young

thoughtful about the

literature that speaks to

7. Theory: Articles that address theoretical perspec-
tives or analyses of YA literature.

Table 1 highlights the categories and the total
number of published contributions between 2005 and
2011; it also reports publications by year. If one were
to examine the field by looking at the major categories
of articles published in The ALAN Review, one could
conclude that we (re-
searchers and educators in
the field) have consistently
appreciated the role of YA
literature in Adolescents’
Lives. We have also begun
a strong trend toward
understanding how young
adults are reading and En-
gaged in YA literature both
in and out of school. Forms
is an area that has been
important in some years
and not in others. We have
paid less attention recently to the Important People
in our field, at least in writing about them the last
few years. And, although we and other organizations
within our field have called for the importance of Di-
verse Perspective, the Significance of YA Literature, and
the use of Theory to understand YA literature, it has
not necessarily been a topic of focus in ALAN publica-
tions. This could be because all three play significant
and ubiquitous roles in all publications, regardless of
the overarching theme of the article. To answer these
questions, we dug deeper into the articles published
within each of these broader categories.

adults and are thus

their lives.

Breakdown by Category

Adolescents’ Lives

Literature is often referred to as a window, a way for
readers to reflect on life events and learn more about
themselves. Many members of ALAN work closely
with young adults and are thus thoughtful about the
literature that speaks to their lives. This category
(18.34%) examines articles written about young
adults and the topics in YA literature considered rel-
evant to their lives.

Over the seven years used for this analysis, the
most written about issues were those surrounding sex,
whether it be identification (gender), the consequence
of the physical act of sex (pregnancy and parenthood),
or orientation (LGBTQ). From 2005-2009, there was
a significant focus on gender, sexual activity, and
pregnancy. Authors examined particular titles that
might speak to the female experience (Blackford,
2005; O’Quinn, 2008; Robillard, 2009; Sprague, Keel-
ing, & Lawrence, 2006) or male experience (Glenn,
2006; Jeffery, 2009; Kahn & Wachholz, 2006; Madill,
2008). These articles raised questions about how we
as adults select books based on gender and how these
books may or may not perpetuate assumptions about
femininity and masculinity. Tied to this theme were
articles focused on sex, pregnancy, and parenthood.
Over the course of four years (2005-2009), there were
6 articles about how the experience of pregnancy and
parenthood was portrayed in young adult literature.
The word “real” is used multiple times, by either the
authors (Bittel, 2009) or pregnant/parenting teens
(Hallman, 2009). These articles highlight the tension
that exists between not wanting to misrepresent the

Table 1. A breakdown of TAR articles by category and year

2005 2006 2007
Adolescents’ Lives 3 8 4
Diverse Perspectives 1 3 0
Engagement 4 7 9
Forms 6 1 2
Important People 14 11 14
Significance of YA Lit. 3 1 3
Theory 2 2 2

2008 2009 2010 2011 Totals
9 9 2 7 42

2 1 0 2 9

9 7 9 10 55

1 11 8 2 31

9 5 4 7 64

2 2 4 3 18

3 0 0 1 10
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experiences of teenage parents and the moral tensions
that authors may face.

Beginning in 2008, there was a surge in articles
written about young adult literature with a Lesbian,
Gay, Bi-Sexual, Transgendered, or Questioning (LG-
BTQ) perspective. This category had 8 articles pub-
lished within the shortest time period (2008-2011).
These articles advocate for young adults to read
literature in which a character identifies as LGBTQ
to help establish acceptance and understanding for
young adults of all sexual orientations. The authors
of these articles assert that LGBTQ literature is criti-
cally important because, as Hayn and Hazlet (2008)
contend, “[T}alking openly about homosexuality in
schools may be the one area of diversity still unad-
dressed” (p. 66).

Adolescence as a time of identity formation and
coming-of-age was explored in 6 articles from 2006-
2011. Authors examined ways that young adults might
seek an identity and how “non-conformist” (Jones,
2006) YA literature might help young adults explore
this idea of “self” (Bell, 2011; Insenga, 2011; Jones,
2006; Lautenbach, 2007; Zitlow & Stove, 2011).

While issues of sexual orientation, gender, sex,
and identity represent young adults’ lives on a very
personal level, beginning in 2005 and spanning
through 2011, authors also looked at young adults’
lives on a more global scale. Throughout this time
span, we found articles about war (Caillouet, 2005;
Franzak, 2009), terrorism (Hauschildt, 2006), social
inequalities (Tuccillo, 2006), genocide (Bannon,
2008), religion (Smith, 2009), and urban settings
(Thomas, 2011) in young adult literature. The focus
on these topics coincided with events like 9/11 and
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

While the topics mentioned above found the
most space in the pages of The ALAN Review, there
were other topics covered that received less attention.
For example, although adults often have important
roles in YA literature, there were only 3 articles that
provided an in-depth examination into their roles in
YA literature (Town, 2006; Vincent, 2008; Cummins,
2011). Similarly, few articles examined health-related
issues. For example, over the past seven years only 3
articles explored how young adults with disabilities
are portrayed in YA literature (Adomat, 2009; Cran-
dall, 2009; Pajka-West, 2007). Issues like body image
(Quick, 2008) and mental health concerns (Phillips,

2005) lacked a strong voice. And surprisingly, despite
the amount of media coverage surrounding incidents
of bullying in schools, only 1 article focused on bul-
lying in YA literature from 2005-2011 (Bott, Garden,
Jones, & Peters, 2007).

Diverse Perspectives

Literature has the power to shape lives by provid-
ing insights on humanity, culture, and experiences.
Readers can grow to know someone, something, or
someplace quite different.
The category of diverse
perspectives is made up of
articles that present and
advocate for YA literature
representing diverse popu-
lations of people. Although
the total number is small,
9 total (3.9%), these
articles were distributed
somewhat evenly over the
time frame of 2005-2011.
Except for 2010, each year
offered at least 1 article
examining diverse per-
spectives in YA literature.
These articles examined representations of culture and
considered whether stereotypes were being perpetu-
ated through these texts. This required an examination
of how the novel was crafted and how certain ideolo-
gies were represented.

Authors examined literature that included Na-
tive American (Bickmore, 2005; Metzger & Kelleher,
2008), Asian American (Loh, 2006), Mexican Ameri-
can (Saldafna, 2012), Hawaiian (Bean, 2008), and
Latina (Medina, 2006) voices. Authors also examined
literature portraying young adults who live outside of
the United States (Kaywell, Kelley, Edge, McCoy, &
Steinberg, 2006; Miskin, 2011; Westenskow, 2009).

this idea of “self.”

Engagement

Engagement in YA Literature contained a total of 55
articles (24 %) spanning from 2005-2011. The purpose
of this category was to examine how young adults are
interacting with YA literature, the spaces created in
schools and libraries for reading, and specific instruc-
tional approaches used to engage young adults in
reading YA literature.
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Authors examined ways
that young adults might
seek an identity and how
“non-conformist” (Jones,
2006) YA literature might

help young adults explore



Rather than maintaining

Four specific subcategories emerged within En-
gagement. First, beginning in 2007, 15 articles featured
instructional approaches for teaching specific books.
For example, Gold, Caillouet, and Fick (2007) exam-
ined wordplay in Holes (Sachar, 1998). Other articles
examined titles such as Julia Scheere’s Jesus Land
(Scherif, Arteta-Durini, McGartlin, Stults, Welsh, &
White, 2008), Sharon Creech’s The wanderer (Gold,
Caillouet, Holland, & Fick, 2009) and M. T. Ander-
son’s Feed (O’Quinn & At-
well, 2010). Articles about
instruction often focused
on specific topics. For

traditional print forms, YA instance, 3 articles explored

literature has expanded

to visual and media forms

how to teach YA literature
with diverse perspectives
(Bloem, 2011; Kuo & Alsup,
2010; White-Kaulaity,
and formats. 2006). Nine articles in this

subcategory were about in-

structing a diverse group of

adolescents. This included
students who are incarcerated (Baer, 2011; Greinke,
2007), adolescents considered at-risk (Vasquez,
2009), and adolescents in AP English programs (Miller
& Slifkin, 2010). Finally, there were articles about
instruction that focused on instructors. Two articles
examined preservice teachers’ interactions with YA
literature in teacher education courses (Menchetti et
al., 2011; Stallworth, 2010), and 3 articles examined
teachers’ perspectives on YA literature and its sig-
nificance in the English classroom (Gibbons, Dail, &
Stallworth, 2006; Glenn, King, Heintz, Klapatch, &
Berg, 2009).

A second subcategory within engagement focused
on choice and motivation for reading. In 2006 and in
2007, 2 articles explored books that are considered
controversial and why adolescents read those books
(Enriquez, 2006; Sacco, 2007). Eight articles addressed
how students become actively engaged in the litera-
ture; they also discussed how to present literature in
ways that are appealing (Bodart, 2010; Frey, Fisher,

& Moore, 2009; Holbrook & Holbrook, 2010; Martinez
& Harmon, 2011; Tuccillo & Williams, 2005; Weiss,
2007).

A third subcategory described the ways in which
students could respond to literature instruction. This
included 2 articles about how students could use art
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to respond to YA literature (Baer, 2007; Bleeker &
Bleeker, 2005) and 6 articles about how technology
was being used as a forum for students to present
their ideas about YA literature (Hathaway, 2011) or to
represent their interpretations of YA literature (Davila,
2010). Finally, there were articles that highlighted the
connections between films, music, and YA literature
(Brown, 2005; Seglem, 2006; Sitomer, 2008).

A fourth and final subcategory focused on instruc-
tion outside of the traditional classroom. Four articles
spanning 2005-2010 examined the YA literature in
libraries (Arnold, 2005; Bowen & Tuccillo, 2006, Mac-
Rae, 2007; Tuccillo, Goodman, Pompa, & Arrowsmith,
2007; Welch, 2010). Additionally, Salvner (2011)
wrote an article featuring the Youngstown State Uni-
versity literature conference that gives students
opportunities to read and discuss YA literature, to
meet YA authors, and to engage in writing activities.

Forms, Formats, and Genres

The field of young adult literature is continually
changing, shifting, and growing. This is most recog-
nizable when one begins to consider the explosion of
new forms and formats over the past 15 years (Carter,
2008; Fletcher-Spear, Jenson-Benjamin, & Cope-
land, 2005). Rather than maintaining traditional print
forms, YA literature has expanded to visual and media
forms and formats. The influence of the arts, technol-
ogy, and media has produced a constantly changing
field—one in which authors, teachers, and researchers
can defy classifications and restrictions of the term
“genre.” This category boasts 31 articles (13.5%)
written about the many forms, formats, and genres
prevalent in the field of YA literature.

Although in 2005, authors were still examining
more “traditional” genres, such as memoirs (Marler,
2005; Rogers, 2005) and historical fiction (Glenn,
2005), there began a trend to examine new genres,
forms, and formats. Most notably, there was the
immense popularity of graphic novels, which led to
7 articles from 2005-2011. Discussion focused on
everything from their literary merit to defining graphic
novels to promoting the benefits of the use of graphic
novels in the classroom (Carter, 2008; Fletcher-Spear,
Jenson-Benjamin, & Copeland, 2005). Authors used
the space to point out that using the term “genre”
to classify graphic novels was restrictive. Instead,
they argued that graphic novels are forms or formats,



which include a variety of genres and topics.

While graphic novels seemed to have paved the
way for the discussion about new formats of books,
they do not represent the only shift in forms. In 2009,
larger discussions in TAR began revolving around
new formats and the influence of technology. Three
articles explored books with new formats, such as
free verse (Cadden, 2011); books written in blended,
multiple formats, such as blogs (Olthouse, 2010); and
intertextuality in books (Hathaway, 2009). Similarly,
beginning in 2009, 6 articles were written about digital
advances and YA literature. These articles included
conversations about video games (Gerber, 2009),
documentary films (Phillips & Teasley, 2010), and
digital communication (Koss & Tucker, 2010). Authors
used TAR articles to demonstrate how technology has
allowed young adults to be producers and publishers
of YA literature as evidenced by the rise of fan fiction
(Mathew & Adams, 2009).

Despite these relatively “new” formats, 2009-2011
was also a popular time for traditional genres—such
as fantasy, science fiction, and folktales—to be
examined under the guise of how gender (Keeling &
Sprague, 2009) and race (Hood, 2009) might influence
the literature. And 1 article examined the increasing
popularity of street literature (Brooks & Savage, 2009).

Important People

This category recognizes the authors of YA literature
and those educators who have significantly contrib-
uted to the field of YA literature. With 64 articles
(27.9%), this is the largest category. The people fea-
tured in this section moved the field of YA literature
forward and were advocates for both YA literature and
young adults.

The ALAN Review includes interviews with au-
thors and features about authors. These articles exam-
ine authors whose work has made significant contri-
butions to the field of YA literature. From 2005-2011,
25 interviews were conducted with YA authors. These
interviews provide glimpses into the authors’ writ-
ing lives, their inspiration for their novels, and their
interactions with their young adult readers. While
they might write a variety of genres, the majority of
authors interviewed were known primarily for their
fiction. For example, High (2010) interviewed Laurie
Halse Anderson, who is well known for her fiction
(e.g., Speak, Wintergirls, and Twisted) but also writes

nonfiction for younger readers (e.g., Independent
Dames).

The ALAN Review also included author feature
articles written about authors and their work. From
2005-2011, 15 articles explored YA authors, including
analyses of their work. Similar to the subcategory of
interviews, this subcategory seemed to be primarily
dedicated to authors of fiction. For example, Walter
Dean Myers has written over 50 fiction and nonfic-
tion books, but he has been a National Book Award
Finalist for his fiction
books (e.g., Monster,
Autobiography of My Dead
Brother, and Lockdown).
This category also includes
one short story by Crowe
(2008).

The Important People
category also contained 6
articles that were adapted
Keynote speeches and
workshops from the ALAN conference and 10 articles
that recognize people in the field who have won
awards or done significant work as professionals,
teacher educators, and publishers. Finally, since 2005,
the field of YA literature, and literature in general,
have unfortunately lost significant members of the
community, such as Ted Hipple, Janet McDonald,
Louise Rosenblatt, Paula Danziger, and J. D. Salinger.
TAR honored these people and their legacies through
8 articles and retrospective pieces. These articles
shared their lives, how they influenced YA literature
and how they shaped the field.

In 2009, larger discussions
in TAR began revolving
around new formats and

the influence of technology.

Significance
The 18 articles in this category (7.9%) explored the
merits of YA literature, its significance in the literary
community, and why it should be read and studied in
the English language arts classroom. Although many
articles featured in TAR included a rationale for why
YA literature should be read, discussed, and valued,
the main goal of these articles was to highlight the
importance of YA literature. These authors provided
overviews of the field and specifically arguments for
the merits of YA literature.

From 2007 through 2011, 4 articles highlighted
the importance of YA literature by analyzing books,
topics, and trends. For example, in 2007, 2 articles
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(Smith, 2007; Stephens, 2007) explored what was
happening in the field of young adult literature. They
examined the current trends and a sampling of books
that highlight these trends. Similarly, in 2011, 2
articles provided a historical and contemporary look
at the field, including the top books from 1999-2009
(Glenn, 2011; Kaywell, 2011).

Also included in this category were 2 articles,
published in 2005 and 2009, that argued for recog-
nition of the “literary merit” of YA literature. For
example, Soter and Connors (2009) argued that YA
literature was indeed “literature,” was relevant to

The field of YA literature

has made exemplary

efforts to be advocates for

12

young adults and the

literature close to their

lives.

adolescents’ lives, and has
literary sophistication that
should be recognized and
valued. Two other articles
published in 2010 and
2011 described authors’
passion for YA literature
(Kienholz, 2010; Weiss,
2011).

A third subcategory
of significance focused on
the benefits of adolescents
reading YA literature. For
instance, 2 articles (Ha-

zlett, Johnson, & Hayn, 2009; Sitomer, 2010) dis-
cussed why young adults are engaged and motivated
to read YA literature and a rationale for why middle
school and high school teachers should include YA
literature in their curriculum.

A final topic included in this category was Jerry
Kaplan’s multiple reviews of research projects (e.g.,
overviews of doctoral dissertations). These reviews
highlighted the important research that pushed the
field of YA literature forward.

Theory

One of the smallest categories represented (4%) in
The ALAN Review contained articles using literary
theories to analyze YA literature. Authors of these
articles used a theoretical lens to examine a book.

For instance, Daniels (2006) provided an overview

of different literary theories and books that could be
examined using these theories. He argued that the use
of literary theories would help break barriers between
the YA literature community and the broader literary
community. While Daniels’ (2006) work provided
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overviews of multiple theories, other authors analyzed
novels through the specific lens of postmodernism
(Bleeker & Bleeker, 2008; Nicosia, 2008) and through
a feminist and gender lens (Tighe, 2005; Cobb, 2007).

From 2005-2011, 4 articles used other literary
movements, theories from other fields, and other
pieces of literature to provide a closer analysis of YA
literature. For example, 1 article (Redford, 2006) used
transcendentalism to analyze Whiligig (Fleischman,
1999) and Stargirl (Spinelli, 2000). O’Sullivan (2005)
used the work of developmental theorists such as
Piaget and Kohlberg to explore depictions of evil in
Lois Lowry’s Messenger. Similarly, the Harry Potter
series is the subject of an article (Garza, 2011) that
explore how the books have various references to
Biblical, Greek, and mythological literature.

The final 2 articles in this category explored
instruction, but they were placed in this category be-
cause they were about teaching young adults literary
theories such as Marxism (Scherff, Lewis, & Wright,
2007) and critical theory (Groenke & Maples, 2008).
The goal of these articles was to examine the theoreti-
cal lens used to teach YA literature. These articles ex-
plored how young adults could learn about a specific
theory and use it to facilitate a deeper understanding
of the text.

Implications

We suggested that a closer examination of seven
years of The ALAN Review articles would provide an
opportunity to review past scholarship and consider
new directions. Arguably, the choice of a seven-year
time frame may seem arbitrary. Our choice was based
on the year we began to pay closer attention to poten-
tial themes and trends in TAR; we paused in 2012 to
provide this snapshot in response to Glenn’s presiden-
tial observations. We hope that this analysis provides
both immediate perspective as well as a baseline for
those who wish to look further back or repeat this
examination in the future.

A review of the past has clearly demonstrated that
the field of YA literature has made exemplary efforts
to be advocates for young adults and the literature
close to their lives. It has also provided evidence of
authors’ willingness to push against the norms and
write about the topics alive and well amidst the angst
of youth. Finally, this review has provided evidence



supporting Glenn’s (2011) claim that YA authors and
those from the field find ways to speak out for the
marginalized and the underrepresented. In doing so,
they have created a voice and space for young adults
and the literature they read.

We acknowledge that this review is not an objec-
tive view of the field of YA literature or the scholarly
work surrounding YA literature. There are many
factors that influence what is published in The ALAN
Review: from what ALAN’s members and TAR’s writ-
ers find important enough to write about, to what the
field as a whole—including the editors and review-
ers—feel is significant enough to publish in The ALAN
Review. This work, however, does provide a snapshot
of the recent trends in the scholarship of YA literature.

Such a review has thus provided a look at past
work, but it also provides implications for moving
forward. As a community and as advocates of YA lit-
erature, we must ask ourselves if this represents what
we believe about young adults and YA literature. Is
this is the work we want to continue pursuing? Or are
there new avenues and areas in the field to explore
and discuss? There are at least eight implications that
might both paint a picture of the future and provide
opportunities for those in YA literature to shape that
future.

1. Our work can provide complete opportunities
to help young adults reflect on their lived experiences.
Articles that fell in the category of adolescent lives
highlighted young adults’ sexual identities as impor-
tant to who adolescents are and how they are repre-
sented in YA literature. However, media-highlighted
issues like body image or bullying were left relatively
unaddressed in the pages of TAR during 2005-2011.
Advocates for youth can continue to examine litera-
ture that provides opportunities to reflect on the lived
experiences of our youth. This requires us to make
sure young adults’ voices and experiences are not only
heard, but also respected. We have to be advocates
not only for the literature they read, but for the lives
they live. It is our responsibility to ensure that when
we, as adults, analyze YA literature, we make certain
young adults’ lives are properly represented in the
literature and that the literature is not creating stereo-
types of who young adults might be.

2. Our work can provide opportunities for all
young adults. The terms “young adults” or “adoles-

cents” encompass an enormous range of young people
from different races, ethnicities, classes, spiritualities,
sexual preferences, family structures, and unique
worlds. Articles published in the category of diversity
demonstrated TAR’s commitment to representing the
diverse range of young adult readers; however, the
small number of such ar-
ticles suggests the need for
more in-depth examina-
tions of literature with this
focus. The small number
might also suggest that,

as some of the authors
point out, there is not an
abundance of YA literature
written about these diverse
perspectives (Loh, 2006).
This might mean that the
field needs both more YA literature encompassing
diverse cultures and also more conversations about
these books.

3. Our work can provide opportunities for exam-
ining reading in multiple contexts. The category of
engagement offered evidence of TAR’s historical recog-
nition of teachers, librarians, and the ways in which
young adults interact with YA literature. For instance,
the inclusion of Stories from the Field (first featured
in the Fall of 2009) gave teachers and librarians space
to share vignettes of experiences with young adult lit-
erature. Future work should continue to explore what
it means to “teach” YA literature. How do we engage
students in meaningful and powerful instruction? Fu-
ture work should continue to explore preservice and
inservice teachers’ experiences with YA literature and
how their reading might push them to consider their
interactions with young adults.

While there was scholarship surrounding YA
literature in classrooms, there were very few articles
published in this time frame that focused on reading
YA literature in out-of-school contexts. The classroom
is an important space—but not the only space—in
which to utilize YA literature. Future articles could
help promote the field by focusing on context. We
should continue to explore the other spaces where
young adults are engaged in reading and discussing
YA literature.

4. Our work can provide research and teaching

The field needs both more
YA literature encompass-
ing diverse cultures and
also more conversations

about these books.
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ing YA literature. And

forays into new forms of YA literature. While we can-
not dismiss the “traditional” print genres, the form
category demonstrated the potential influence of
technological advances and multimodality literacies on
the field of YA literature. Technology is changing how
authors are creating YA literature. And technology will

continue to change how

we view literature, provid-

Technology is changing ing new opportunities for

delivery, interaction, and

how authors are creat- response. Authors, teach-

ers, and researchers can
help guide how students

technology will continue 8¢t access to material and

how they move from con-

to change how we view sumers to producers. What

literature, providing new

opportunities for delivery,

will YA literature “look
like” in 5, 10, or 15 years?
What does this change in
form and formats mean for

interaction, and response. the scholarship surround-
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ing the field? How do the

changes in form and format
influence the theoretical work that has explored how
readers make meaning from text?

5. Our work can provide access to new, diverse
authors representing multiple genres. The author inter-
views and features provided the field with an under-
standing of authors and educators who have demon-
strated their passion and commitment to the field of
young adult literature. A majority of the authors did
work in fiction; additionally, there was a significant
decrease in such publications in the last few years,
which may be due to the change in the editorial team.
Increased work in this area would not only draw at-
tention to important writers but also to new genres
and new forms of writing.

6. Our work can promote the value of YA litera-
ture. Many of the articles in the significance category
noted that YA literature has been historically un-
dervalued in our field. More articles and continued
research could provide insight into just why YA lit-
erature is so important. We should ask ourselves how
we can determine the value of YA literature and what
research methodologies might best be used to answer
such questions. As a community that represents YA
literature, we must also ask ourselves what are the
ways we continue to promote the scholarship of YA
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literature? What should we be doing to make sure
that YA literature and the scholarship surrounding YA
literature are valued?

7. Our work can guide theory development and
use. The theory category featured articles that used
theories inside and outside of the field to explore the
craftsmanship of YA literature. In addition to research
on significance, articles that use literary theory or
develop theory will also continue to promote the
legitimacy of YA literature in the broader literary com-
munity.

8. There is value in using multiple data points in
examining and reexamining the direction of our work.
The previous seven implications have focused on
the “so-what” of the content analysis of the articles
published from 2005-2011. Those implications can be
directly tied to the themes or categories that emerged
from the longitudinal analysis. However, there will
no doubt be readers who spend more time reflecting
on the quantitative data available in Table 1. They
will ask questions about why some categories did not
appear or why other categories seemed to take such
a leading role (e.g., Important People with 27.9%). A
final implication of this work is the reminder of the
importance of not just using data, but of using mul-
tiple points of data to inform our reflections.

Figure 1 visually highlights the same informa-
tion found in Table 1. However, instead of represent-
ing simple percentages that might be found in a pie
chart, Figure 1 highlights the number of contributions
over the longitudinal scope of this article. We begin
to see interesting trends with this perspective. Note,
for instance, the relative growth over time of Engage-
ment and Significance articles compared to the relative
decline of Important People and Theory. See also the
frequent return to issues of diversity. There are prob-
ably historical answers tied to these data trends, such
as special issues of The ALAN Review. The point is
that emerging themes can tell us how our work (as
evidenced by publications in The ALAN Review) is
attempting to influence the field. It can also show us
the kinds of areas on which we have focused or failed
to focus. In the end, it also reminds us that using mul-
tiple tools can help us reexamine when things were
important and when they might need to be brought
back to the surface. Examining the data in multiple
ways can help us show how much research we have
as well as how scholarship has changed over time.
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Conclusion

The eight implications highlighted in this article
reflect a changing world that will continue to evolve
independent of the works of those who advocate for
youth and for YA literature. Said differently, technol-
ogy continues to change how we get access to litera-
ture and how we engage with that text. Changes in
world economies, health, and culture impact the angst
experienced by our youth. And many fields argue for
the value they have in engaging youth in these areas.
Therefore, although our past has been fruitful, and
indicators suggest we are indeed ready to stand the
winds of change, these implications will not happen
automatically. We have an opportunity to shape the
field and to shape the lives of our youth using that
which we value so much—YA literature.
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tion at Kent State University. She co-directs the secondary
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Rick Ferdig is the Summit Professor of Learning Technolo-
gies and Professor of Instructional Technology at Kent
State University. He works within the Research Center for
Educational Technology and also the School of Lifespan
Development and Educational Sciences.

References

Adomat, D. (2009). Issues of physical disabilities in Cynthia
Voigt's Izzy, Willy—Nilly, and Chris Crutcher's The crazy horse
electric game. The ALAN Review, 36(2), 40-47.

Arnold, M. (2005). Get real! @ your library—teen read week.
The ALAN Review, 33(1), 14-6.

Baer, A. L. (2007). Constructing meaning through visual spatial
activities: An ALAN grant research project. The ALAN Review,
34(3), 21-29.

15

Trve ALAN Review  Summer 2014



Baer, A. (2011). Diversions: Finding space to talk about young
adult literature in a juvenile home. The ALAN Review, 38(3),
6-13.

Bannon, A. (2008). Teaching they poured fire on us from the
sky: An opportunity for educating about displacement and
genocide. The ALAN Review, 36(1), 80-84.

Bean, T. W. (2008). The localization of young adult fiction in
contemporary Hawai'i. The ALAN Review, 35(2), 27-35.

Bell, K. (2011). "A family from a continent of | don't know what":
Ways of belonging in coming—of-age novels for young adults.
The ALAN Review, 38(2), 23-31.

Bickmore, S. T. (2005). Language at the heart of the matter:
Symbolic language and ideology in the heart of a chief. The
ALAN Review, 32(3), 12-23.

Bittel, H. (2009). From basketball to Barney: Teen fatherhood,
didacticism, and the literacy in YA fiction. The ALAN Review,
36(2), 94-99.

Blackford, H. (2005). The wandering womb at home in The red
tent: An adolescent bildungsroman in a different voice. The
ALAN Review, 32(2), 74-85.

Bleeker, G. W,, & Bleeker, B. (2005). Hearts and wings: Using
young adult multicultural poetry inspired by art as models
for middle school artists/writers. The ALAN Review, 33(1),
45-49.

Bleeker, G. W,, & Bleeker, B. S. (2008). Literary landscapes: Us-
ing young adult literature to foster a sense of place and self.
The ALAN Review, 35(2), 84—90.

Bloem, P. (2011). Humanizing the “so—called enemy”: Teaching
the poetry of Naomi Shihab Nye . The ALAN Review, 38(2),
6-12.

Bodart, J. (2010). Booktalking: That was then and this is now.
The ALAN Review, 38(1), 57-63.

Bott, C. J., Garden, N., Jones, P, & Peters, J. A. (2007). Don't
look and it will go away: YA books—a key to uncovering
the invisible problem of bullying. The ALAN Review, 34(2),
44-51.

Bowen, L., & Tuccillo, D. (2006). Attracting, addressing, and
amusing the teen reader. The ALAN Review, 34(1), 17-24.

Brown, J. E. (2005). Film in the classroom: The non—print con-
nection. The ALAN Review, 32(2), 67-73.

Brooks, W, & Savage, L. (2009). Critiques and controversies of
street literature: A formidable literary game. The ALAN Review,
36(2), 48-55.

Cadden, M. (2011). The verse novel and the question of genre.
The ALAN Review, 39(1), 21-27.

Caillouet, R. (2005). The adolescent war: Finding our way on
the battlefield. The ALAN Review, 33(1), 68-73.

Carter, J. B. (2008). Die a graphic death: Revisiting the death
of genre with graphic novels, or “why won't you just die
already?” The ALAN Review, 36(1), 15-25.

Cobb, C. D. (2007). The day that daddy’s baby girl is forced to
grow up: The development of adolescent female subjectivity
in Mildred D. Taylor's The gold cadillac. The ALAN Review,
34(3), 67-76.

Crandall, B. R. (2009). Adding a disability perspective when
reading adolescent literature: Sherman Alexie's The absolutely

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

true diary of a part—time Indian. The ALAN Review, 36(2),
71-78.

Crowe, C. (2008). Fahrenheit 113. The ALAN Review, 36(1),
50-54.

Cummins, A. (2011). Beyond a good/bad binary: The represen-
tation of teachers in contemporary YAL. The ALAN Review,
39(1), 37-45.

Daniels, C. L. (2006). Literary theory and young adult literature.
The ALAN Review, 33(2), 78-82.

Davila, D. (2010). Not so innocent: Book trailers as promotional
text and anticipatory stories. The ALAN Review, 38(1), 32—42.

Enriquez, G. (2006). The reader speaks out: Adolescent reflec-
tions about controversial young adult literature. The ALAN
Review, 33(2), 16—23.

Fletcher—Spear, K., Jenson—Benjamin. M., & Copeland, T.
(2005). The truth about graphic novels: A format, not a
genre. The ALAN Review, 32(2), 37-44.

Franzak, J. K. (2009). Social upheaval and psychological scar-
ring: Exploring the future in Meg Rosoff's How / live now. The
ALAN Review, 36(2), 34-39.

Frey, N., Fisher, D., & Moore, K. (2009). Literacy letters: Compar-
ative literatue and formative assessment. The ALAN Review,
36(2), 27-33.

Garza, D. (2011). Harry Potter and the enchantments of litera-
ture. The ALAN Review, 38(1), 64—68.

Gerber, H. (2009). From the FPS to the RPG: Using video
games to encourage reading YAL. The ALAN Review, 36(3),
87-91.

Gibbons, L. C,, Dail, J. S., & Stallworth, B. J. (2006). Young adult
literature in the English curriculum today: Classroom teachers
speak out. The ALAN Review, 33(3), 53-61.

Glenn, W. (2005). History flows beneath the fiction: Two roads
chosen in redemption and a northern light. The ALAN Review,
32(3), 52-58.

Glenn, W. (2006). Boys finding first love: Soul-searching in the
center of the world and swimming in the monsoon sea. The
ALAN Review, 33(3), 70-75.

Glenn, W. J,, King, D., Heintz, K., Klapatch, J., & Berg, E. (2009).
Finding space and place for young adult literature: Lessons
from four first—year teachers engaging in out—of-school
professional induction. The ALAN Review, 36(2), 6—17.

Glenn, W. (2011). Flash back—forge ahead: Dynamism and
transformation in young adult literature. The ALAN Review,
39(1), 7-11.

Gold, E,, Caillouet, R,, & Fick, T. (2007). Teaching (w)holes:
Wordplay and reversals in Louis Sachar's Holes. The ALAN
Review, 34(3), 46-52.

Gold, E., Caillouet, R, Holland, B., & Fick, T. (2009). Recovery of
self and family in Sharon Creech’s The wanderer: Literature
as equipment for living. The ALAN Review, 36(3), 6—12.

Greinke, R. (2007). “Art is not a mirror to reflect reality, but a
hammer to shape it": How the changing lives through litera-
ture program for juvenile offenders uses young adult novels
to guide troubled teens. The ALAN Review, 34(3), 15-20.

Groenke, S. L., & Maples, J. (2008). Critical literacy in cyber-
space? The ALAN Review, 36(1), 6—14.



Hallman, H. (2009). Novel roles for books: Promoting the use
of young adult literature with students at a school for preg-
nant and parenting teens. The ALAN Review, 36(2), 18-26.

Hathaway, R. V. (2009). “More than meets the eye”: Transfor-
mative intertextuality in Gene Luen Yang's American born
Chinese. The ALAN Review, 37(1), 41-47.

Hathaway, R. (2011). A powerful pairing: The literature circle
and the wiki. The ALAN Review, 38(3), 14-22.

Hauschildt, P. M. (2006). Worlds of terrorism: Learning through
young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 33(3), 18-25.

Hayn, J., & Hazlett, L. (2008). Connecting LGBTQ to others
through problem novels: When a LGBTQ is not the main
character. The ALAN Review, 36(1), 66—72.

Hazlett, L. A, Johnson, A, & Hayn, J. A. (2009). An almost young
adult literature study. The ALAN Review, 37(1), 48-58.

High, L. (2010). Cracks of light in the darkness: Images of hope
in the work of Laurie Halse Anderson and an interview with
the author. The ALAN Review, 38(1), 64-71.

Holbrook, T., & Holbrook, H. (2010). Pushing back the shadows
of reading: A mother and daughter talk of YA novels. The
ALAN Review, 37(2), 49-53.

Hood, Y. (2009). Rac(e)ing into the future: Looking at race in
recent science fiction and fantasy novels for young adults by
black authors. The ALAN Review, 36(3), 81-86.

Insenga, A. (2011). Goth girl reading: Interpreting identity. The
ALAN Review, 38(2), 43—-49.

Jeffery, D. (2009). Reading reluctant readers (aka books for
boys). The ALAN Review, 36(2), 56—63.

Jones, P. (2006). Stargirls, stray dogs, freaks, and nails: Person
vs. society conflicts and nonconformist protagonists in young
adult fiction. The ALAN Review, 33(3), 13—17.

Kahn, S., & Wachholz, P. (2006). Rough flight: Boys fleeing the
feminine in young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 34(1),
66-73.

Kaywell, J. (2011). The top young adult books from this decade:
1999-2009. The ALAN Review, 38(3), 73-77.

Kaywell, J. F, Kelley, P. K., Edge, C., McCoy, L., & Steinberg, N.
(2006). Growing up female around the globe with young
adult literature. The ALAN Review, 33(3), 62-69.

Keeling, K. K., & Sprague, M. M. (2009). Dragon—slayer vs.
dragon—sayer: Reimagining the female fantasy heroine. The
ALAN Review, 36(3), 1317,

Kienholz, K. (2010). Island hopping: From The cay to Treasure
island to Lord of the flies to The tempest . . . and back again.
The ALAN Review, 38(1), 53-56.

Koss, M., & Tucker, R. (2010). Representations of digital com-
munication in young adult literature: Science fiction as social
commentary. The ALAN Review, 38(1), 43-52.

Kuo, N. H., & Alsup, J. (2010). “Why do Chinese people have
weird names?": The challenges of teaching multicultural
young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 37(2), 17-24.

Lautenbach, C. (2007). Follow the leaders in Newbery tales.
The ALAN Review, 34(2), 68—88.

Loh, V. (2006). Quantity and quality: The need for culturally au-
thentic trade books in Asian—American young adult literature.
The ALAN Review, 34(1), 44—-62.

MacRae, C. D. (2007). Teachers and librarians working together

for teens and their reading. The ALAN Review, 34(2), 6—12.

Madill, L. (2008). Gendered identities explored: The lord of the
rings as a text of alternative ways of being. The ALAN Review,
35(2), 43-49.

Marler, M. D. (2005). Memoirs of survival: Reading the past and
writing it down. The ALAN Review, 32(2), 86-91.

Martinez, M., & Harmon, G. (2011). An investigation of student
preferences of text formats. The ALAN Review, 39(1), 12—20.

Mathew, K. L., & Adams, D. C. (2009). | love your book, but |
love my version more: Fanfiction in the language arts class-
room. The ALAN Review, 36(3), 35-41.

Medina, C. L. (2006). Interpreting Latino/a literature as critical
fictions. The ALAN Review, 33(2), 71-77.

Menchetti, B., Plattos, G., & Carroll, P. S. (2011). The impact of
fiction on perceptions of disability. The ALAN Review, 39(1),
56-66.

Metzger, K., & Kelleher, W. (2008). The dearth of native voices
in young adult literature: A call for more young adult literature
by and for indigenous peoples. The ALAN Review, 35(2),
36-42.

Miller, S. J., & Slifkin, J. M. (2010). “Similar literary quality”:
Demystifying the AP English literature and composition open
question. The ALAN Review, 37(2),6—16.

Miskin, K. (2011). YA literature in translation: A batch of Batchel-
der honorees. The ALAN Review, 39(1), 67-75.

Nicosia, L. (2008). Louis Sachar's Holes: Palimpsestic use of
the fairy tale to privilege the reader. The ALAN Review, 35(3),
24-29.

Olthouse, J. (2010). Blended books: An emerging genre blends
online and traditional formats. The ALAN Review, 37(3),
31-37.

O’ Sullivan, S. (2005). Depictions of evil in Lois Lowry's Mes-
senger. The ALAN Review, 33(1), 62-67.

O'Quinn, E. J. (2008). “Where the girls are”: Resource and
research. The ALAN Review, 35(3), 8—14.

O'Quinn, E. J., & Atwell, H. (2010). Familiar aliens: Science fic-
tion as social commentary. The ALAN Review, 37(3), 45-50.

Pajka—West, S. (2007). Perceptions of deaf characters in adoles-
cent literature. The ALAN Review, 34(3), 39—-45.

Phillips, N. (2005). Can “you" help me understand? The ALAN
Review, 33(1), 23-29.

Phillips, N., & Teasley, A. (2010). Reading ree/ nonfiction: Docu-
mentary films for young adults. The ALAN Review, 27(3),
51-59.

Quick, C. S. (2008). “Meant to be huge”: Obesity and body im-
age in young adult novels. The ALAN Review, 35(2), 54-61.

Redford, S. (2006). Transcending the group, discovering both
self and public spirit: Paul Fleischman’s Whiligig and Jerry
Spinelli's Stargirl. The ALAN Review, 33(2), 83-87.

Robillard, C. (2009). Hopelessly devoted: What Twilight reveals
about love and obsession. The ALAN Review, 37(1), 12-17.

Rogers, T. (2005). Writing back: Rereading adolescent girlhoods
through women's memoir. The ALAN Review, 33(1), 17-22.

Sacco, M. T. (2007). Defending books: A title index. The ALAN
Review, 34(2), 89—103.

Saldafia Jr, R. (2012). Mexican American YA lit: It's literature
with a capital ‘L'l The ALAN Review, 39(2), 68-73.

17

Trve ALAN Review  Summer 2014



Salvner, G. (2011). Outside the classroom: Celebrating YA lit at
the English festival. The ALAN Review, 38(3), 37-42.

Scherff, L., & Lewis Wright, C. (2007). Getting beyond the
cuss words: Using Marxism and binary opposition to teach
Ironman and Catcher in the rye. The ALAN Review, 35(1),
51-61.

Scherif, L., Arteta—Durini, I, McGartlin, C., Stults, K., Welsh, E., &
White, C. (2008). Teaching memoir in English class: Taking
students to Jesus land. The ALAN Review, 35(3), 69-78.

Seglem, R. (2006). YA lit, music, and movies: Creating reel inter-
est in the language arts classroom. The ALAN Review, 33(3),
76-80.

Sitomer, A. L. (2008). Yo, hip—hop's got roots. The ALAN Re-
view, 35(2), 24-26.

Sitomer, A. (2010). Scattering light over the shadow of bookless-
ness. The ALAN Review, 37(2), 44—48.

Smith, S. (2007). The death of genre: Why the best YA fiction
often defies classification. The ALAN Review, 35(1), 43-50.

Smith, K. A. (2009). Roses are red. The ALAN Review, 36(2),
79-88.

Soter, A. O., & Connors, S. P. (2009). Beyond relevance to
literary merit: Young adult literature as “literature” The ALAN
Review, 37(1), 62—67.

Sprague, M. M., Keeling, K. K., & Lawrence, P. (2006). “Today |
am going to meet a boy": Teachers and students respond to
Fifteen and Speak. The ALAN Review, 34(1), 25-34.

Stallworth, J. (2010). Preservice teachers’ suggestions for sum-
mer reading. The ALAN Review, 38(1), 23-31.

Stephens, J. (2007). Young adult: A book by any other name
... : Defining the genre. The ALAN Review, 35(1), 34—42.

Tighe, M. A. (2005). Reviving Ophelia with young adult litera-
ture. The ALAN Review, 33(1), 56—61.

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

Thomas, E. (2011). Landscapes of city and self: Place and iden-
tity in urban young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 38(2),
13-22.

Town, C. J. (2006). Join and escalate’: Chris Crutcher's coaches.
The ALAN Review, 33(2), 65—70.

Tuccillo, D., & Williams, L. (2005). Summer reading—magic! The
ALAN Review, 33(1), 30-36.

Tuccillo, D. P. (2006). Quiet voices with a big message. The
ALAN Review, 33(2), 34-42.

Tuccillo, D., Goodman, P, Pompa, J., & Arrowsmith, J. (2007).
Spontaneous combustion: School libraries providing the spark
to connect teens, books, reading—and even writing! The ALAN
Review, 35(1), 62—66.

Vasquez, A. (2009). Breathing underwater: At—risk ninth graders
dive into literary analysis. The ALAN Review, 37(1), 18-28.

Vincent, Z. (2008). The tiny key: Unlocking the father/child re-
lationship in young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 35(3),
36-44.

Weiss, M. J. (2007). Important resources! The ALAN Review,
34(3), 77-80.

Weiss, M. J. (2011). Is the sky really falling? The ALAN Review,
38(2), 58-60.

Welch, C. C. (2010). Dare to disturb the universe: Pushing YA
books and library services with a mimeograph machine. The
ALAN Review, 37(2), 59-64.

Westenskow, N. (2009). Expanding world views: Young adult
literature of New Zealand. The ALAN Review, 37(1), 35—-40.

White—Kaulaity, M. (2006). The voices of power and the power
of voices: Teaching with Native American literature. The ALAN
Review, 34(1), 8-16.

Zitlow, C., & Stove, L. (2011). Portrait of the artist as a young
adult: Who is the real me? The ALAN Review, 38(2), 32—42.



Gretchen Schwarz

Enough Apologetics:

Time to Be Critical of YA Literature

f young adult literature has finally come of age,

then why do we still endlessly define it, defend

it, award it, and argue for it, but seldom question
it, critique it, admit sometimes (for good reasons) to
disliking it, and argue about it? Even a cursory look
at a database like Academic Search Complete or ERIC
reveals journal articles that cover many diverse topics,
but the great majority are laudatory, such as “Young
Adult Literature and the Common Core: A Surpris-
ingly Good Fit” by Ostenson and Wadham (2012), or
“Border Crossings: Undocumented Migration between
Mexico and the United States in Contemporary Young
Adult Literature” by Cummins (2013), supporting the
use of YA literature to encourage empathy and under-
standing.

NCTE (National Council of Teachers of English)
and IRA (International Reading Association) journals,
library journals, and other publications are replete
with mostly supportive book reviews and recom-
mendations. Positive articles and books make sense
in education—readers, usually educators, are looking
for what may work for them and their students. But
shouldn’t there be a place for bad and even mediocre
reviews, too? A forum for disagreements about the
meanings and value of diverse works? An opportunity
to ask questions about the business of publishing YA
books as well as various connections and implications
across the media? Given the popularity and influence
of such novels as the Harry Potter series, or the Hun-
ger Games series, even among discriminating adult
readers, and the lasting power of such young adult
novels as The Outsiders, it is time to be critical of YA
literature. The literature deserves it, as do scholars,
educators, and young readers in the classroom and

out.

Sadly, censorship of YA literature remains a
problem, and many educators still refuse to acknowl-
edge the diverse richness offered by YA literature.
However, advocates of YA literature too often remain
protectionist. For example, Meghan Cox Gurdon, chil-
dren’s book reviewer for the Wall Street Journal (“My
‘Reprehensible’” Take on Teen Literature,” 2011), com-
ments on the biting, outraged feedback she received
from American Library Association members as well
as some young adult authors when she wrote an essay
titled “Darkness Too Visible” about the many young
adult novels that are becoming more lurid, violent,
and negative. She was accused of not understand-
ing the real world of teens and even of advocating
censorship, which she did not. Gurdon quotes one
librarian, however, who says that educators are naive
if they think that kids don’t believe adults condone
bad or harmful behavior through such books. Gurdon
concludes, “It is that question—the condoning of the
language and content of a strong current in young
adult literature—that creates the parental dilemma at
the core of my essay. It should hardly be an outrage to
discuss the subject” (A.15).

Indeed, why not discuss the subject with stu-
dents, as well? Siegemund (2007), studying YA litera-
ture through author interviews and student, librarian,
and teacher surveys, indicates that many see YA
literature as valuable because students like to read it,
no matter what the content, behaviors, or creeds that
emerge. Siegemund states that the idea that students
benefit simply from reading “has led to a booming
market that feels entirely justified in publishing works
whose purpose is to ‘engage’ young readers and instill
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What seems to be largely

literature are questions of

quality, purpose, ethical
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absent yet in most dis-

in them a ‘love of reading’ . . . while ignoring that
what one reads does help one forge a moral map, a
social map, a sense of one’s place in the world and
that therefore what one reads is of utmost impor-
tance” (pp. 420-421). Valuable literature should have
more to offer than what
my college students term
“relatability” or relevance.
Even in our postmodern
era when notions of “high
culture” no longer domi-

cussions or study of YA nate, ideas related to qual-

ity, moral behavior, and
purpose deserve critical
consideration.

Why and how should

value, and worldview. the field itself become

more critical of young adult

literature, and what kind
of “critical”? For many teachers and scholars, critical
literary work means analysis, employing the basic ter-
minology of literature to understand how the literature
works. This kind of approach is clear in state educa-
tional objectives. The TEKS (Texas Essential Knowl-
edge and Skills) online document for ninth-grade
English, for example, lists the abilities to comprehend
poetry, drama, and fiction, including such terms as
point of view, figurative language, and flashbacks.
Perhaps such knowledge is also seen as part of one’s
general “cultural literacy” (Hirsch, 1987). One Texas
high school teacher with whom I have worked is
collecting evidence that students can master such
objectives just as well if not better when studied in YA
literature rather than the standard canon. It seems that
criticism as literary analysis continues to have a place.

Moreover, formal literary criticism, understood

as “the reasoned consideration of literary works and
issues” (2013, “Literary Criticism,” Britannica Online
Encyclopedia) based on literary theory, or “the set of
concepts and intellectual assumptions on which rests
the work of explaining or interpreting literary texts”
(2013, “Literary Theory,” Internet Encyclopedia of
Philosophy online) has already had an impact in the
field of YA literature. Formal criticism may not be as
influential or common in middle or high school as in
college, but literacy criticism emerging from diverse
theories is reflected in such books as Moore’s Inter-
preting Young Adult Literature: Literary Theory in the
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Secondary Classroom (1997), Appleman’s Critical En-
counters in High School English: Teaching Literary The-
ory to Adolescents (2000), and Latrobe’s and Drury’s
Critical Approaches to Young Adult Literature (2009).
In addition, we see scholars and teachers applying
literary criticism to YA literature, as reflected in such
articles as Schieble’s (2012) “Critical Conversations on
Whiteness with Young Adult Literature” and Hin-
ton’s (2004) “‘Sturdy Black Bridges’: Discussing Race,
Class, and Gender.” Such work encourages teachers
and students to examine YA literature through differ-
ent lenses such as critical theory or feminism, follow-
ing Daniels’s (2006) argument that “if we want YA
literature to be recognized and appreciated as litera-
ture, then we should utilize the same theories with

it we use with other literatures . . .” (p. 80). Literary
criticism can be a powerful tool for understanding YA
literature, human beings, and society, too. There is
room for more of this kind of critical work.

What seems to be largely absent yet in most
discussions or study of YA literature are questions of
quality, purpose, ethical value, and worldview. YA lit-
erature textbooks such as Literature for Today’s Young
Adults (Nilsen, Blasingame, Donelson, & Nilsen, 2013)
list suggestions for evaluating the realistic or “prob-
lem” novel, and insist that there be a “worthwhile
theme” and “a way of dealing with the problems so
that the reader is left with insights” (p. 121), but such
suggestions are vague. Moreover, questions remain.
Given the huge number of YA offerings published
every year now, how can educators find out which are
not so good, which are just mediocre, and which are
much better than others? More important, how can
students themselves learn to evaluate YA literature?
How can they learn to think critically, choose to like
and/or not to like a work, discover why, and agree or
disagree with others?

Soter and Connors (2009) declare, “If we ever
expect young adult literature to find a place in the
classroom, then those of us who work in the trenches
or who have a passion for thoughtful, smartly writ-
ten books must be willing to subject it to the same
high standards as we hold for adult literature” (p. 66).
These standards include moral and cultural values as
well as literary ones. Content matters. In fact, such
critical reading might reveal to readers more about
their own beliefs, ideas, and approaches to reading—

> s

what Schraw and Bruning (1996) call readers’” “im-



plicit models of reading.” Applying media or digital
literacy to YA literature is one way of encouraging this
kind of criticism.

YA literature has grown up in the digital age,
and approaching it as a kind of media is one way to
increase critical thinking. The standard definition of
media literacy—the ability to access, analyze, evalu-
ate, and create various kinds of media for various
purposes and audiences—certainly accommodates
other kinds of criticism as well. What a media literacy
approach adds is the idea that literature is created
by certain people within a certain historical-social-
economic context for certain reasons. Literature is not
handed down on tablets of stone; it is a human cre-
ation that reveals much about not only its authors but
the culture from which it comes. Thus, key questions
to ask texts (suggested in the Core Principles for Media
Literacy Education from the National Association of
Media Literacy Education) include the following:

1. Who made the message and why?

2. Who paid for this?

3. What is left out of this that might be important to
know [or consider]?

4. How might different people understand this differ-
ently?

5. What is my interpretation and what do I learn
about myself from this?

6. What are the sources of the information, ideas, and
assertions (if applicable)?

These questions may lead to a more complete
critique of YA literature. For example, YA literature
has an economic basis; publishers publish works to
make money by selling books (and related products),
not to improve the lives and education of adolescents.
Thus, sex sells, as in the case of the Twilight series.
Sex is a major subject for adolescent readers. Yet how
is this relatively chaste but dramatically romantic ver-
sion involving all kinds of absurd behaviors and the
baddest of bad boys, a vampire, different from pulp
fiction? What/who is left out of this series? Well-ad-
justed, happy, average, sane teenagers, to be sure. But
what about a believable plot (even within the fantasy
genre)? Beautiful or striking use of language? Complex
ideas? Adolescent readers have the right to their own
“guilty pleasures,” of course, as Gershowitz (2013)
acknowledges. However, adolescent readers should
understand that they are making choices. Students

should also understand the business of the media.
The Twilight series is a money-making machine, as
Gershowitz observes:

There are many, many of these volumes mooning all over
the world in book form, not to mention e-iterations. Add
to that the movie franchise plus the soundtrack and
merchandise (action figures!). Mix in the tabloid coverage
of on-again, off-again Kristen and Rob . . . sheer exposure
adds to the series notoriety. (p. 84)

The number of YA books is growing because there is
money to be made. Scholars, educators, and students
need to ask themselves and one another how this
fact affects quality. Media
literacy questions lead to
bigger questions. Is the
book literature or just mass
entertainment? Is there a
difference? What makes a
book popular? What makes
it important or lasting or
part of the canon? Is the
book better than or merely
different from the film
version? What are the strengths and weaknesses of
various storytelling media, from TV to epic poems to
YA novels?

In addition, the key media literacy question about
how other people might understand a text differently
leads to deeper understanding and perhaps the abil-
ity to think outside of one’s own box. I am no fan of
the Twilight series, and yet Robillard (2009) makes a
thoughtful argument that these books are “certainly
a departure from much of the other contemporary
young adult literature. . . . Rather than extol the vir-
tues of materialism, alcoholism, and tawdry, pervasive
sex, Twilight is ultimately about sacrifice” (p. 17).
Another reader may open one’s mind to other ideas,
complicating one’s evaluation.

The question about sources of information and
ideas can also aid a critical appraisal of YA litera-
ture. Some writers, such as Clare Vanderpool (Moon
over Manifest, 2010), do extensive research for their
novels, while other writers are not so careful. Histori-
cal accuracy deepens a work of fiction. Accuracy and
reliability of information are also key in evaluating
YA nonfiction. Are multiple, complex, and conflicting
points of view acknowledged? Is technological content
accurate? Do nonfiction works have reliable lists of

YA literature has grown
up in the digital age, and
approaching it as a kind
of media is one way to

increase critical thinking.
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When and how exactly

references? Media literacy expands the questions
we ask of literature in the classroom. Hobbs (2011)
defines digital or media literacy as including the fol-
lowing:

1. The uses of texts, tools, and technologies to access
both information and entertainment [and persua-
sion].

2. The practice of message composition and creativity.

3. The ability to engage in reflection and ethical think-
ing. (p. 14)

Both more reflection about YA texts and thinking
about ethics are important. Thoman’s (1999) defini-
tion of media literacy declares it to be “the ability to
create personal meaning from verbal and visual sym-
bols we take in. . . . It’s the
ability to choose and select,
the ability to challenge and
question, the ability to be

should we include YA conscious about what’s go-

ing on around us . . .” (p.
literature in high school 50). vA literature deserves
such study.

English in our diverse

It seems clear, then,

communities? . . . How can that emphasizing critical

thinking and media literacy

we argue that one book with YA literature also

has implications for those

is better or more literary ;. 110 teach YA lit. 1
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than another? c" only speak for myself
here. I need to do a better

job of asking the difficult

questions and encourag-
ing college students to do the same. When and how
exactly should we include YA literature in high school
English in our diverse communities? How should we
involve parents? What about issues of violence or foul
language? How can we argue that one book is better
or more literary than another? Do some young adult
novels normalize teen sexual activity or substance
abuse? How does Hollywood treat YA literature? How
do social media affect adolescent reading? Where can
we find reliable information about authors and books,
beyond Amazon? Many questions must be posed and
openly discussed. Critical thinking demands that we
examine the social and economic contexts of young
adult literature, the marketing of YA literature, the
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ways various literary theories may apply, the fans and
fads, and the connections to and in other media.

Good literature comes in many forms and genres;
so does rubbish. If we are sure that YA literature
has come of age, offers good writing and thoughtful
stories, is actually educational and does more than
serve as therapeutic, then we need to stop coddling
it. We need to encourage colleagues and students to
read it critically. To study literature means finding it
relevant and meaningful to me, yes, but challenging,
too, stretching me to learn new things, to examine my
own assumptions, and to value the literary arts in new
ways. Criticism of various kinds of literacy, including
media literacy, as well as unapologetic study of the
controversies related to YA literature deserve to be
strong in the field; how else can critical thinking find a
place in schools? Less apologetics; more critique!

Gretchen Schwarz was a high school teacher for 13

years, followed by almost two decades at Oklahoma State
University. She now teaches media literacy education and,
now and then, YA literature at her alma mater, Baylor
University.
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E. Suzanne Ehst and Jill M. Hermann-Wilmarth

Troubling the Single Story:

Teaching International Narrative through a Critical Literacy Lens

n 2009, Chimamanda Adichie delivered her popu-

lar TED Talk, “The Danger of a Single Story,” in

which she both praised narrative as a means of
exploring multiple worlds and cautioned against a
reader’s tendency to view a single narrative as the de-
finitive story of a particular people, culture, or coun-
try. As a former high school English teacher, Suzanne
valued literature as a way to expose her mostly white,
North American students to diverse cultures both
within and beyond the United States. However, de-
mands of the school system, testing, and the invisible
pressures of preparation for the “next level” inadver-
tently led to a representational literature curriculum
that bordered on tokenism: a Chinese American text
here, an African literature unit there, a few weeks on
the Harlem Renaissance. In an attempt to build inter-
cultural awareness, Suzanne often used discussion
questions that promoted a single-story mentality. For
example, insert any particular text into this question
template: “What do we learn about (country/culture)
through (novel/story/poem)?”

At the elementary level, Jill, now more than a
decade beyond elementary classroom teaching, well
remembers the basal readers filled with abbrevi-
ated stories that were paced to fit into a “Minority of
the Month” approach to multicultural education. In
professional conversations with other teachers, both
authors have found these to be common experiences;
in well-meaning attempts to teach diverse literature,
we risk presenting a series of single stories. Such
pedagogy can generate stereotypes and, as Adichie
says, “The problem with stereotypes is not that they
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are untrue but that they are incomplete. They make
one story become the only story.”

Now as teacher educators, we both want to
instill in our preservice teachers a commitment to
the transformative power of literature, but how do
we do that while avoiding the pitfalls of tokenism? It
is possible, we believe, to teach a single text about a
particular country or ethnic group without letting that
text become a single story. In this essay, we apply
the Freirean (1970) notion of critical literacy to three
recent young adult titles set amidst the prejudice, pov-
erty, and war of three different countries to explore
how a teacher might guide students to read both with
and against the text (Damico, 2012). In other words,
we value the awareness of cultures, politics, and
history that each text provides, but we also under-
stand the equal importance of applying questions of
representation, voice, and power to the study of these
novels. In the following discussion, we position the
teacher as “problem-poser” (Shor, 1992), generat-
ing critical questions and leading discussions with
students to learn about particular cultures while also
resisting stereotypes and uncovering latent messages
of Western superiority. We offer sample questions that
aren’t necessarily to be used verbatim; rather, they
describe a line of inquiry that teachers can adapt to
their particular contexts.

The texts we examine are In Darkness by Nick
Lake (2012), the 2013 Printz winner, which connects
the story of Shorty, a Haitian gangster trapped beneath
earthquake rubble, with Toussaint Louverture, leader
of the Haitian slave rebellion; Never Fall Down by



Patricia McCormick (2012), a National Book Award
finalist based on the true story of Arn Chorn Pond
who lived through the Cambodian labor camps under
the Khmer Rouge; and My Name Is Parvana (2012),
the third in Deborah Ellis’s acclaimed Breadwinner
trilogy, which details the captivity of the teenaged Par-
vana by the US military in 21st-century Afghanistan
and flashes back to her family’s attempts to establish
and sustain a school for girls. These three novels span
developmental levels: McCormick’s and Ellis’s texts
are appropriate for middle grades through early high
school, and we recommend Lake’s novel for upper
high school. However, we treat them as a group in
order to examine narrative patterns in international
stories by Western writers and to provide a model for
how a teacher can intervene in such texts to promote
critical reading skills.

These texts invite readers to learn about the atroc-
ities of war in regions of the world that might be un-
familiar, or that they have only heard about through
news stories. The authors’ depictions of these cultures
are mediated by their own Westernized experiences,
thus many Western youth will find the language and
structure stylistically comfortable, accessible, and en-
gaging. For this very reason, we find these texts both
promising and troubling. Informed by their identities,
the authors craft images of their protagonists that are
“Othered” (Said, 1978), albeit unintentionally. While
all literary characters are constructions of their au-
thors to some degree, stories have colonial resonances
when there is a stark power differential between the
author and the subject. As such, these YA novels
become a natural platform for students to critically
explore Western appropriations of others’ stories.

By applying a critical literacy framework to any
one of these texts, student readers can develop greater
intercultural understanding while resisting generaliza-
tions about that culture based on a single narrative.
Lewison, Flint, and Van Sluys’s (2002) four-dimen-
sional approach to critical literacy is helpful in devel-
oping a framework for this pedagogy. It comprises:

1. disrupting the commonplace,

2. interrogating multiple viewpoints,

3. focusing on sociopolitical issues, and

4. taking action and promoting social justice. (p. 382)

Books such as the three we attend to in this paper in-
vite an initial, more obvious focus on the third dimen-

sion, sociopolitical issues:
French-colonial powers in
Haiti, the rise of the Khmer
Rouge in Cambodia, and
the history of the Taliban
in Afghanistan. These are
important pedagogical av-
enues to explore; however,
allowing student learning
to stop here misses critical
exploration that is perhaps
less obvious: the links between power and text pro-
duction, the ways in which notions of the self and US
identity might be troubled, and a reading of text that
resists the comfort of “closure.”

Critical literacy asks stu-
dents and teachers to step
back from the narrative
and ask questions about a

text’s production.

The Power of Story, the Story of Power

Literature pedagogy easily unfolds around the story
itself: students are asked to respond to, comprehend,
analyze, and connect with aspects of plot, character,
and setting. Critical literacy asks students and teach-
ers to step back from the narrative and ask questions
about a text’s production. It implies an analysis and
critique of the ways that language, power, sociocultur-
al institutions, and texts transact (Shor, 1996; Dozier,
Johnston, & Rogers, 2006). Or, as bell hooks (1994)
concisely puts it, “Who speaks? Who listens? And
why?” (p. 40).

Notably each of these three texts features a main
character of color in a contested sociopolitical context,
and each was written by a white Western author.
Lake is a white British man; Ellis is a white Canadian
woman; McCormick is a white woman from New
York. While the author’s nationality certainly does
not discredit the text (each writer documents her/his
research into and experience with the subject matter),
it does raise questions about power and privilege in
publishing. All three writers successfully raise aware-
ness of international abuses and inequities through
the stories they choose to tell; however, students
might also engage the meta-textual question of how
ethnicity, nationality, and class determine which sto-
ries are privileged and who gets to tell them.

This leads students to critical analyses of the
textual decisions made by each writer. Textual cri-
tique “centers upon discerning included and omitted
perspectives (e.g., whose voices are heard and not
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bolster the discussion

of a fundamental ques-

heard in a text) and identifying techniques authors use
to position and influence readers (e.g., use of loaded
words, emotional appeals, etc.)” (Damico, 2012, p.
13). For example, McCormick writes Never Fall Down
in dialect using the voice of her main character, Arn,
a native Khmer speaker, telling his story in English.
McCormick, who spent two years interviewing Arn,
states in the author’s note
that she wanted to cap-

Linguistic analysis can ture his “own distinct and

beautiful voice” (p. 216).
In discussing authorial and
narrative voice, teachers
can ask, “Is this really

tion: “Whose story is this? Ar's voice? What would

change if McCormick

(How) can we ethically tell wrote in Edited American

another’s story across dif-

ferences of race, class, or
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English (EAE)? What judg-
ments do we make about
people based on how they
speak?” Middle grade
gender?” students might enter into

this complex conversation

by rewriting a passage in
EAE, reading both aloud and discussing their different
reactions to the two.

To enrich the discussion, students might also
employ close reading to note grammatical and syn-
tactical inconsistencies. For example, McCormick
creates Arn’s voice in part by eliminating the -s suffix
to indicate plural nouns; however, at one point in the
narrative, she writes, “A few days later, another big
battle. Our soldiers, they run in every direction, scatter
like rat” (p. 134, emphasis added). Other inconsistent
linguistic features include the use of articles, inflection
of third-person singular verbs, and use of prepositions.
In addition to integrating grammar instruction with
literary study, this linguistic analysis can bolster the
discussion of a fundamental question: “Whose story is
this? (How) can we ethically tell another’s story across
differences of race, class, or gender?”

In reading Ellis’s My Name Is Parvana, students
can also use close reading strategies to unpack ques-
tions of representation. One entry point into this
discussion is the language used to describe Parvana’s
treatment at the hands of the US military, particu-
larly the physicality of the interactions as depicted in
verbs. For example, when she is initially imprisoned,
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Parvana is led, they walk, and she is given a little
nudge into her cell (pp. 18-19). Even the harshest

of her punishments, being forced to stand for hours
on end, is linguistically softened: when she leans
against the wall for support, the soldiers “move her
away from the wall themselves” (p. 47). Subsequent
discussion questions include, “What are the connota-
tions of these verbs? Might an Afghani writer choose
different language? What other perspectives of military
prisoners are available? How do they differ from this
particular representation?” Teachers can again invite
younger readers into these cerebral questions through
the hands-on exercise of acting out the language of the
text: demonstrating what it looks like to lead some-
one, move someone, or give them “a little nudge.”

While in prison, Parvana references abusive
photos she had seen from Abu Ghraib (p. 83), and if
students are familiar with these images, they will note
the stark contrast in Ellis’s representation of Western
military prisons in the Middle East. While Abu Ghraib
involves stories of humiliation, rape, and torture to
the point of death, Parvana’s captors repeatedly at-
tempt to balance interrogation with humane treatment
and cultural respect. The challenge for students is to
hold both these and other narratives simultaneously,
to do the work of “interrogating multiple viewpoints”
(Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002), and to acknowl-
edge that “no one group is exclusively entitled to the
privilege of representation” (Knoblauch & Brannon,
1993, p. 6).

Periodic addresses to the reader in Lake’s In Dark-
ness lead to interesting discussions of the “audience
invoked” (Ong, 1975; Ede & Lunsford, 2003) by the
text. The few times that the narrator, Shorty, ad-
dresses the listener as “you,” it becomes clear that he/
Lake assumes a privileged reader. For example, Shorty
says, “You, maybe you live in a world where people
don’t get shot. You think bullet holes in a person look
like little circular holes, like red coins. They don’t”

(p. 117). In describing his gang activity, Shorty says,
“I was living in a place where it was common to eat
mud. Don’t you judge me, motherf-----s” (p. 188).

A subsequent discussion question asks why Shorty
would assume the readers of his story live comfort-
able lives, free from the trouble of gang violence and
poverty. What does this suggest about who has the
privilege to read a novel, to consume violence and
poverty vicariously but not experience it directly?



Perhaps student readers do indeed know what bullet
holes look like, or have concocted desperate foods to
quell hunger; perhaps not. However, in the dialectical
exchange between reader and text, the reader is also
constructed by the text, and this reality provides a
way to trouble notions of the self through literature, a
pedagogical move taken up in the next section.

Troubling the Self

One temptation in teaching any of these texts is to
build discussions primarily around the tragedies of
“The Other” (Said, 1978), one that is constructed
as distinctly different from oneself. In well-meaning
attempts to understand the tragedies represented in
these texts, it is possible that teachers reify notions
of difference and Western superiority—“we” are the
helpers and “they” are the helped. As teachers, we
must be careful to disallow the tendency to character-
ize certain countries or ethnic groups only by their
greatest tragedies and struggles.

A related danger of solely focusing on The Other
as represented by the text is that for many West-
ern students, notions of the self, particularly one’s
national identity, remain untroubled. In exploring the
pedagogy of remembrance, Simon, Rosenberg, and
Eppert (2000) encourage movement beyond sim-
ply remembering past atrocities so that they are not
repeated; instead, they promote a kind of learning in
which the learners’ assumptions about identities are
displaced and rethought. Remembrance, they claim,
is not only a means for learning about the past, but
asks us to confront ourselves as we are, “historically,
existentially, ethically” in the present (p. 8). All three
books provide such openings for reflexive questioning
and critical discussion.

Interestingly, each text mentions the United States
within the first pages of the narrative, emphasizing
a strong international presence that is exercised for
good or ill. This invites questions around international
structures of power and privilege, whether through
the discussion of Western literature mentioned in My
Name Is Parvana, US rap in In Darkness, or former
First Lady Rosalynn Carter in Never Fall Down. One
striking claim of Adichie’s talk is that those with
power circulate multiple narratives; they are not de-
fined by a single story. The dissemination of Western
politics and popular culture as depicted in each book

might lead to analysis of these types of questions:
“Parvana reads a lot of Western literature; how much
Middle Eastern literature do you read?” “What Haitian
music artists do you listen to?” “With which Cambo-
dian politicians are you familiar?” In other words, why
is Western political and
popular culture dissemi-
nated and consumed more
widely than the culture of
any of the three represent-
ed countries? What does
this imply about power
and privilege on a global
scale?

Additionally, each
novel elicits specific ques-
tions about the national
myths of US justice, free-
dom, and benevolence.
Through the mystical
connection between Tous-
saint Louverture and Shorty, Lake develops a strong
link between the Haitian slavery of the past and the
black poverty of the present. Is a reader in the United
States willing to accept a similar connection between
past oppressions and present-day inequities? Does
such discussion uncover problems with pervasive
meritocratic ideals? And how does each reader’s race,
class, and gender influence the way they understand
history?

In Never Fall Down, Arn’s initial reception in the
US is far from welcoming. He experiences bullying
in his new high school, including the racist epithet
of “monkey” that is frequently tossed at him. This
boy who has just lived through the decimation of his
village, the brutality of labor camps, and the deaths
of family and friends receives a welcome in his high
school that challenges the romanticized emblem of the
United States as a place of refuge for “[the] tired, [the]
poor, [the] huddled masses yearning to breathe free”
(Lazarus, 1883). In addition to troubling notions of US
benevolence, teachers can direct students’ attention
more locally toward themselves and their school to
examine the question, “What kinds of difference do
we tolerate? What kinds of difference do we marginal-
ize? Would our school be a place of refuge for a new
student like Arn?”

As teachers, we must be
careful to disallow the
tendency to characterize
certain countries or eth-
nic groups only by their
greatest tragedies and

struggles.
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and other novels, we must

Though My Name Is Parvana perhaps softens the
treatment of military prisoners, it also blatantly chal-
lenges the US liberation narrative in 21st-century Af-
ghanistan. Despite threats from the Taliban, Parvana
and her family build and maintain The Leila Academy
of Hope, a school for girls. After modest success and

persistence through do-
mestic threats, the school

the Western military, the
most striking of several

allow the examination of examples of Westerners

bungling the culture and

suffering and inequities to disrupting internal efforts

continue despite the nar-
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toward progress. While
students can clearly see the
rative’s closure. bombing of the school as a
horrible error, this can also
lead to questions of mili-
tary intervention in general: “When should the United
States military get involved in another country’s
internal conflicts? When justifying our involvement,
to what degree do we trust our government’s stated
motivation? Whose interests are prioritized? When has
the United States ignored international pleas for help?”
This line of questioning is potentially enriched when
grounded in a comparison of Ellis’s fictional text to
primary source material discussing US military opera-
tions in Afghanistan.

One final concern that bears mentioning relates to
the plausibility of such teaching in schools with rela-
tive degrees of privilege. Knoblauch (cited in Knob-
lauch & Brannon, 1993) raises this very question with
regard to his own students: “What do my students
have to gain from a scrutiny of values and conditions
that work to ensure their entitlement?” (p. 64). While
a complete answer is not given, he offers this: “My
students are self-interested, but they are not only that.
They do seek The Good Life, but not at any cost. They
cling to their myths, but they also learn and change”
(p. 65). In other words, we do our students a disser-
vice when we avoid difficult questions out of fear of
potential resistance; we must be wary of constructing
a “single story” of our own students.

Resisting Closure

While all three books detail horrific circumstances, all
three also have some semblance of a happy ending.
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Shorty is pulled alive from the post-earthquake rubble;
Parvana is saved from captivity just as she is about
to be transferred to a potentially more brutal prison;
Arn begins to build a new life in the United States. As
teachers, we do want to foster in our students a sense
of hope; however, Britzman (2000) cautions against
allowing the happy ending of a survival story to cut
short the reader’s experience of mourning, conflict,
and vulnerability. “The unfinished story is the story
pedagogy must learn to tolerate” (p. 50), writes
Britzman, and so in the teaching of these and other
novels, we must allow the examination of suffer-

ing and inequities to continue despite the narrative’s
closure.

What might it look like to pedagogically resist
closure? In part, it includes resisting the “single story”
of triumph by taking the students beyond the studied
text to uncover the real-world ways in which systemic
injustices persist. For example, as the United States
withdraws troops from Afghanistan, the teacher of
My Name of Parvana can invite students to research
the question, “What is the state of the country today?
What has been the impact of Western militaries on
citizens of the country? On the environment? On orga-
nizations labeled ‘terrorist’?”

The teacher of In Darkness might ask her students
to investigate the rebuilding efforts in Haiti that con-
tinue today. Specifically, students might note how dif-
ferent sources tell different stories about the progress
of these efforts and the attempt to address poverty
in the rebuilding. (Compare, for example, the United
Nations Development Programme’s optimistic online
brief with a 2012 New York Times (Sontag) article
announcing, “Rebuilding in Haiti Lags after Billions
in Post-Quake Aid.”) More generally, students might
explore the ways in which natural disasters dispropor-
tionately affect the poor, using Hurricane Katrina and
its effects on the Gulf Coast as a domestic example.

In extending the discussion of Never Fall Down,
teachers might work with students to understand
how genocide is woven into US historical narratives,
at times reopening “closed” stories that position us
as saviors. For example, how did US xenophobia and
immigration policy further harm Jewish refugees dur-
ing World War II? How do we continue to remember
the genocide of indigenous tribes on US soil, particu-
larly in students’ home regions? How does fear-based
storytelling about particular groups of people allow



well-meaning citizens, not unlike our students, to
stand idly by in the midst of ethnic-based violence and
prejudice? On a smaller scale, where is this happening
around us?

In undertaking such lines of inquiry, students
are encouraged to resist the temptation to “close the
book” on tragedy and instead to engage as active
participants against ongoing systemic inequities. As
teachers, we can encourage our students to hold the
hope of change and resilience alongside the realities of
broken political, social, and economic systems.

Additionally, teachers and students can together
explore other texts written from within the featured
contexts, thus “interrogating multiple viewpoints”
(Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002). The following list
suggests shorter pieces that would pair well with these
texts to emphasize a multiplicity of narrative perspec-
tives:

e Excerpts from Restrepo, a documentary film by Se-
bastian Junger and Tim Hetherington, depict a US
army platoon stationed in Afghanistan’s Korengal
Valley. (The film should be screened and excerpted
for contextual appropriateness.)

¢ “Landays: Poetry of Afghan Women” (Griswold,
2013), available online through The Poetry Founda-
tion, features two-line folk poems about love, loss,
sex, and war.

e Short stories from Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!
(1995) explore the sociopolitical climate in Haiti
from the perspective of women.

e The history of Haitian liberation is depicted by Wal-
ter Dean Myers (author) and Jacob Lawrence (il-
lustrator) in the picturebook Toussaint L ouverture:
The Fight for Haiti’s Freedom (1996).

e Poetry in Sacred Vows (1998) by U Sam Oeur
(author) and Ken McCullough (translator) not only
gives additional windows into Cambodian history,
geography, and culture, but also shows a different
model of a Western English speaker collaborating
with a Cambodian man to disseminate his story.

¢ Folktales and legends such as Angkat: The Cambo-
dian Cinderella (authored by Jewell R. Coburn and
illustrated by Eddie Flotte, [1998]) present a mythi-
cal Cambodia far removed from genocide and con-
nect to Western readers through common folkloric
motifs.

Implications beyond the Stories

This way of approaching text goes beyond the pages
of a book or the walls of the classroom. Recall that the
fourth dimension of critical literacy named by Lewi-
son, Flint, and Van Sluys (2002) is not only a change
in thinking, but involves action toward social justice.
Oftentimes this focus on
action and the time it
might take to achieve—as
well as the time it might
take away from other
curricular goals—stymie
this work. We think that
it is possible, even prefer-
able, to frame “action” in
multiple ways. The action
of critical literacy around
the books considered here
might mean engaging in a
service learning/serve and
learn project (Glickman

& Thompson, 2009) such as letter writing, speech
making, or spending time with and in communities

of immigrants and refugees. Glickman and Thomp-
son define service-learning as “an approach to and
philosophy of teaching that encourages meaningful
connections between school curriculum and commu-
nity issues” (p. 10).

This approach fits neatly into a critical literacy
frame, but it is not the only way to define action. As
we learn from teacher Dana Frantz Bentley in Souto-
Manning’s (2013) work, action doesn’t always have to
look or feel like “big ‘take to the streets’ endeavors”
(p. 71). It can include shifts in thinking that inform
reading of both texts and culture well beyond one par-
ticular piece of literature. As Frantz Bentley observed
when, after critical problem solving, students “en-
acted change in their own behaviors, words, actions,
and interactions” (p. 71), the potential for “take to
the streets” movement took root within them. When
students and teachers are changed, when our thinking
is transformed, when we can no longer approach hu-
manity in the same way, action has indeed occurred.

We hope that teachers will explore these and
other novels with a variety of settings, authors, and
protagonists, as ways to encourage an ever-growing

As teachers, we can en-
courage our students to
hold the hope of change
and resilience alongside
the realities of broken
political, social, and eco-

nomic systems.
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ability to read both texts and the world critically, a
transformation that opens the possibility for action.
By positioning ourselves as thinkers and change
agents, as question posers and resource providers, as
co-inquirers and co-learners with our students, teach-
ers can provide students with opportunities to learn
multiple stories, to investigate their own histories and
cultural assumptions, and to learn how to ask and
answer questions that push ideas into action.
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Donna L. Miller

Building Bridges with Cultural Identity

Literature

hen headline news carries reports about ra-

cially motivated food fights at high schools

where police have to be called in to subdue
students with chemical spray (Winter, 2013), worry
likely fills the minds of teachers across the country
who strive to provide safe and secure environments
for students. Some probably also wonder what more
educators might do as bridge-builders or liaisons to
allay such tension.

The Latin word for “bridge builder” is pontifex,
a title originally used for a certain group of priests in
ancient Rome who served as scholars, liaisons, and dis-
ciples or teachers. To make philosophy and theological
principles more relevant to everyday life, the pontifex
told parables or stories. Not only a tool for teaching,
story is a means of connection. When we hear people’s
stories, when we share intimate aspects of self and tribe
and culture, when we accept new ways of knowing, we
pierce the balloons of old thought to allow prejudice to
dissipate. Until we hear such stories, it often doesn’t
occur to us that others have a story of their own, that
they are anything but the thieves or losers or infidels
that we perceive them to be. Hearing another’s story
has the potential to deflate our self-importance, making
room for other perspectives. As a result of this potential,
story serves as a pontifex.

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS; Na-
tional Governors Association Center for Best Practices
& Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) speak
to such perspective building. Prior to their approval
by the Montana Board of Education in May of 2011,
Montana’s version of the CCSS were revised to reflect

the Montana State Constitution and Montana law
(MCA 20-1-501). The inclusion of Indian Education for
All (IEFA) in Montana’s version of the CCSS suggests
that to be considered “educated” in Montana means,
among other worthy tenets, to be knowledgeable of
Native American tribes, cultures, and understand-
ings connected to the area (Montana Office of Public
Instruction, 2011). Montana students who are college
and career ready in reading, writing, speaking, listen-
ing, and language reveal critical aptitudes:

Students are engaged and open-minded—but discerning—
readers and listeners. They work diligently to understand
precisely what an author or speaker is saying, but they
also question an author’s or speaker’s assumptions and
premises and assess the veracity of claims and the sound-
ness of reasoning.

Students cite specific evidence when offering an oral or
written interpretation of a text. They use relevant evidence
when supporting their own points in writing and speaking,
making their reasoning clear to the reader or listener, and
they constructively evaluate others’ use of evidence (Mon-
tana Office of Public Instruction, p. 8).

Whether in Montana or in some other state, using
cultural identity literature that targets the young adult
reader can support both objectives while serving the
critical role of bridge building. Besides highlighting
these goals, this article recommends texts that lend
themselves to such discussion.

Cultural Identity Literature

According to a review of the research performed by
Castagno and Brayboy (2008), culturally responsive
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schooling builds a bridge between a child’s home cul-
ture and the school. With their scholarship, Castagno
and Brayboy build on the work of Moll, Amanti, Neff,
and Gonzalez (1992), who shared the notion that
when we incorporate cultural and linguistic identity in
the classroom, we draw on students’ “funds of knowl-
edge”—those stores of information that all students
bring to school. Castagno and Brayboy claim that such
a linking of home to school
improves learning and

Educators build this 2cievement. They suggest

that educators build this

bridge, in part, by infusing Dridge, in part, by infusing

connections to students’
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the curriculum with rich

the curriculum with rich
connections to students’
cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. Cultural

cultural and Iinguistic Identity Literature (CIL) is

one vehicle for providing
backgrounds. that connection. Teachers
can best serve their stu-
dents when they recognize
the specific home cultures of students who populate
their classrooms and then choose books accordingly

I coined the term CIL to enlarge the traditional
term multicultural literature, which many people use
only to identify literature that is diverse in geography,
race, or ethnicity. While there is no single definition
of the term “multicultural literature” as it is applied to
books for children and young adults, I prefer Gopal-
akrishnan’s (2011) definition, which speaks to the
purpose of multicultural literature: to validate “the
sociocultural experiences of previously underrepre-
sented groups, including those occurring because of
differences in language, race, gender, class, ethnicity,
identity, and sexual orientation” (p. 5).

Although social scientists don’t agree on any one
definition of culture, many of those who study culture
(Gay, 2000; Gaitin, 2006; Banks, 2010; Erickson,
2010) identify determinants of culture similar to those
named by Gopalakrishnan. When I select literature
for potential course reading lists, I use the acronym
CLEAR GREG to remind me of the nine common
determinants of cultural identity. From the acronym,
I can easily produce the list: Class, Language, Excep-
tionality, Age, Religion, Gender, Race (which refers
to biological heritage), Ethnicity, and Geography.
According to Gaitin, those nine factors determine our
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way of thinking, feeling, believing, and behaving. As
cultural markers, these factors shape one’s identity,
and a literature course can embrace greater diversity
when it represents each aspect.

CIL can support unity by dispelling some of the
myths and misperceptions about diverse cultures. As
Anais Nin (n.d.) insightfully observed, “We don’t see
things as they are; we see them as we are.” Based on
past experiences, we think something should look a
certain way, so we “see” it that way. Delpit (1995)
also noted:

We do not really see through our eyes or hear through our
ears, but through our beliefs. To put our beliefs on hold is
to cease to exist as ourselves for a moment. . . . It means
turning yourself inside out, giving up your own sense of who
you are, and being willing to see yourself in the unflattering
light of another’s angry gaze. It is not easy, but it is the only
way to learn what it might feel like to be someone else and
the only way to start the dialogue. (pp. 46-47)

Nin and Delpit both observe how experience clouds
our vision of reality, that what we see is filtered
through cognitive bias. Every truth is refracted and
discolored by the light of personal perception. Sir
Francis Bacon called these idols—false images that
defy scientific reasoning (Hall, n.d.). These obstruc-
tions include the human tendency to follow precon-
ceived ideas about things, to harbor preferences, and
to accept social conventions or the media as truth.
Such tendencies lead to the type of blindness that Nin
and Delpit describe. Although our impressions are real
to us, we must remember that not everyone shares
our reality; other realities exist.

Delpit proposes that classroom teachers lead
the way in correcting our vision by offering diverse
groups the opportunity to learn about each other.
Such learning will involve confronting issues of power
and privilege that dominate current social practices,
asking questions about our world, seeing beyond ste-
reotypes, and welcoming alternate ways of knowing
and being. Preconceived notions about such subjects
as gender, ability, and beauty affect not only how
we react to others but also how we see them. With a
“cultural lens” (Delpit, 1995), we aspire to sharpen
or correct our vision, so that a photograph of a trailer
home, a wrecked car in the backyard, and laundry
hung on a line doesn’t shout poverty and deprivation,
but may instead speak of the pride a parent has after
saving enough money to move out of a yardless apart-



ment into a trailer where an abandoned car provides a
place for all the neighborhood children to gather and
play out imaginative adventures. Through educa-

tion and empathy building, we can cross the border
into cultural understanding. A deeper, more complex
understanding of culture should better prepare poten-
tial educators to teach in a multiethnic, multilingual,
economically stratified society. Challenging our own
biases and taking stock of our own values will provide
opportunities to reflect on our own identity and pos-
sible privilege before we teach children from diverse
backgrounds.

CIL provides an opportunity to view these is-
sues from a different perspective, thereby inspiring
empathy building. The power of such literature is in
its ability to engage the reader and to break through
barriers. After all, violence often traces back to fear,
and knowledge provides an antidote to fear. If I can
identify the sound in the dark, my insecurity gener-
ally dissipates. Well-crafted cultural identity stories
can, for example, draw distinctions, reveal alternate
perspectives, and flesh-out reality to such an extent
that, by the story’s end, we can see Western charac-
ters through non-Western eyes and decide if we like
what we see.

CIL has potential to help youth of all ethnicities
to understand their own culture and those of others.
Young adult literature (YAL) is replete with titles that
provide strong positive images to help young people
prepare for inevitable encounters with negative ones.
Adolescents often connect with CIL because they
identify with the young adult characters who live lives
parallel to their own and who struggle with similar
conflicts and issues. The topics of these books are
likely to reflect the diverse realties that young people
face. One of those realities is difference.

Countless studies reveal the marginalization and
harassment faced by students who are different, who
do not fit mainstream definitions. This alienation may
arise from varied families, distinct economic circum-
stances, diverse ethnicities, unfamiliar experiences,
home settings, religions, and alternate lifestyles. Liv-
ing on the social margins presents difficult challenges
for youth. The alienation that some young people
experience as a result of their differences can be ame-
liorated by books that communicate they are not alone
in the world. Reflective of our increasingly diverse
society, YAL’s growing body of work represents dif-

ferent ethnic and cultural groups. Providing access to
these texts potentially increases understanding of self
and others because CIL can stretch our vision of our-
selves and our world. A democratic English language
arts curriculum attempts to reflect the experiences
and history of all students,
including those represent-
ing a range of ethnic and
cultural identities.

Offering CIL is one
way to address the issues
of identity formation, read-
ing motivation, and litera-
cy development for today’s
youth. With studies of CIL,
we ultimately promote and
honor cultural identity.
When readers see themselves represented in stories,
they realize that they matter, that their experiences
count. According to Metzger, Box, and Blasingame
(2013), “[IJmplementing curriculum of this kind is
essential to establishing and maintaining equity in our
society” (p. 58). Cultural relevance also plays a role in
motivation to read. Because young adult literature has
relevance, it communicates to readers in ways that
the classics cannot. We foster literary literacy when
we present students with engaging reading materials
that reward meaningful analysis, demonstrate impor-
tant connections with their lives, and legitimize their
voices. Young adult books provide the opportunity to
read, to write, and to argue about important issues in
a modern context. We don’t just want students to read
novels; we want to expose them to multiple perspec-
tives, to situations that encourage a critical stance so
as to inspire wisdom that might lead to an improved
way of living in the world.

When readers see them-
selves represented in
stories, they realize that
they matter, that their

experiences count.

Four Model Texts

The Shepherd’s Granddaughter

Authors like Anne Laurel Carter write about varied
families, distinct economic circumstances, diverse
ethnicities, experiences, home settings, regions, and
lifestyles. In The Shepherd’s Granddaughter (2008),
readers meet Amani Raheem, a Palestinian girl who
shares passions, ambitions, fears, values, and dilem-
mas familiar to most young adults. After develop-
ing an attachment to Amani’s family and situation,
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ity is an important part of

identity. Strong and loyal

We also recognize the

degree to which ethnic-

readers cheer when Seedo recognizes the world has
changed and passes his shepherd’s crook not to a son,
but to a granddaughter. Along with Amani, readers
mourn Seedo’s death, and we grow angry at the Israeli
land grab, at the settler’s notion of God as a real estate
agent, at the injustice endured as Palestinians lose
land they have worked for
generations, as sheep are
shot, and olive groves are
bulldozed to ruin.

We also recognize the
degree to which ethnic-
ity is an important part of
identity. Strong and loyal
ethnic identity is necessary

befriends Jonathan, the Jewish son of an Israeli settler
who sees defending the Holy Land with bulldozers
and guns as contrary to the original Jewish vision of a
safe homeland. Jonathan grasps how settlement and
privilege for some is destroying the lives of others: “I
can’t stay in the settlement. Every day I think how
your life must have been before. I imagine you grazing
your sheep like that first day I saw you. No fences. No
soldiers. No highways over your land. The settlement
destroyed your life” (p. 204).

Amani comes to understand that conflict resolu-
tion requires cooperation and collaboration. Such
alliances may form from unsuspecting sources, like
a rabbi from Jerusalem, Christian peacemakers from
the United States, and an Israeli lawyer from Tel Aviv.

Stories such as Amani’s help dispel stereotypes and
magnify the harm in prejudice; they invite a non-
militant stance to conflict. After reading, we realize
that war isn’t just headline news. Behind the CNN
reports of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict, real people

to maintain group solidar-
ity, to provide a sense of
belonging. Ethnic identity
is the primary source of
identification for Amani,

ethnic identity is neces-
sary to maintain group

solidarity, to provide a
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sense of belonging.

who feels no need to

identify herself differently

and believes her “blood is

mixed with the soil of the
land” (p. 150). In fact, she finds it emotionally difficult
to sever her primary identity as a shepherd; as Seedo’s
granddaughter, she is carrying on a tradition in a
place where the hum and thrum of olive presses lulls
her to sleep and the smell of Sitti’s shrak, a thin whole
wheat bread baked over a domed griddle, reassures
her that all is well in the world. Through her, we learn
the history, culture, and contributions of Palestinian
people. We hear the stories and legends about wolves
and secret passages into the Firdoos; learn the names
of foods like fellafel (the deep-fried balls of ground
chickpeas) or mamool (the powdered sugar-dusted
date and nut cookies); and discover the traditions that
define the family, like eating and praying together, the
wearing of kufiyyi (the traditional man’s headscarf),
or playing ghummayeh (hide-and-seek).

Readers further discover that people can change
and that discriminatory ideas can be amended. For
instance, Seedo initially sees Amani’s mother—an
outsider, a Christian woman—as an infidel, but he
eventually realizes the depth of his son’s love for her
and, with time, he wipes anger from his heart—a
lesson he passes on to Amani. She also finds good in
a rabbi befriended by her father. This rabbi, Baba
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are enduring terrible tragedies. With our own culture’s
special foods, traditions, and games, as well as our fa-
miliarity with loss, we also learn how similar humans

are.

Out of Nowhere
Enniston, Maine, provides the backdrop for Maria
Padian’s novel Out of Nowhere (2013), which also
explores the contemporary topic of cultural collisions.
Padian’s protagonist is high school senior and soccer
team captain Tom Bouchard. Tom’s quiet hometown
becomes home to an influx of Somalian refugees who
have survived a civil war and transatlantic migration
only to face more conflict when certain townspeople
exhibit less than hospitable reactions to their new
neighbors. When the local soccer team—with the tal-
ent of its Somali team members—begins to win and
threatens to take State, additional conflict ensues.
Padian’s novel examines the truth that trouble
and tragedy befall us all, although some people go
out looking for them. At the coaxing of his partner
in crime, Donnie Plourde, Tom agrees to vandalize
the crosstown rival’s spirit rock, a decision that gets
him grounded along with 100 hours of community
service at K Street Center. At the center, he learns the
challenges, idiosyncrasies, and religious and cultural
taboos of his Somali neighbors for whom he provides
homework help. For Samira, Saeed, and Abdi, some



things are haram (forbidden); others are halal (accept-
able).

Here, Tom also meets Myla, a Mumford College
student dedicated to social justice. She exemplifies
what Tom’s dad calls “an angel in this world” (p.
254). Together, Tom and Myla provide a voice for
those marginalized because of ignorance and fear.
Tom realizes that “things get a little more complicated
when you know somebody’s story. . . . [I]t is hard to
fear someone or be cruel to them, when you know
their story” (p. 254). He also learns how well the truth
stacks up against what people want to believe. Tom
compares sparring with such people to boxing smoke:
“I couldn’t land a punch and I couldn’t see clearly”
(p. 320).

Through Tom, readers accept that life hurts and
that it can be hard, but that unless we put aside our
fury and have hope, life can’t progress positively.
After all, winning begins with attitude and with our
choices. Inevitably life will throw curves that come
out of nowhere, but these challenges are best met
by adapting with grace, since raging only makes life
harder.

Of Beast and Beauty
In her newest book, Of Beast and Beauty (2013),
Stacey Jay has penned a fractured fairy tale that also
functions as a cautionary one. Although the core of
the story is based on the familiar Beauty and the Beast
plot, Jay moves the conflicts beyond the traditional to
warn contemporary society about the effects of intol-
erance and divisive philosophies and policies.

Somewhat satirical in her style, Jay creates a
world in which the Dark Heart’s magic has gained
control via an ancient curse, and the only way to
undo the curse is for one Smooth Skin and one Mon-
strous to build a relationship unfreighted by expec-
tations and untempered by ulterior motives. If the
two factions “can learn to love the other more than
anything else—more than safety or prejudice, more
than privilege or revenge, more even than their own
selves—then the curse that division has brought upon
our world will be broken and the planet made whole”
(p. 4).

Privileged and protected but born with a taste
for defiance, 17-year-old Isra Yuejihua of royal blood
lives in the domed city of Yuan, but she is far from
safe, since Yuan has its own monsters—among them

her father’s most trusted advisor, Junjie, and perhaps
her own father, who keeps her locked in a tower with
only Needle as her companion. Isra also has other
challenges, not the least of which is coping with her
mother’s death and a
childhood accident that
has left her blind since age
four.

Brainwashed to be-
lieve that the Desert People
are monsters and that she

Isra begins to see beyond
her parochialism and be-

yond the blinders created

is an ugly mutation, Isra by those who supposedly
grows up caged and blind
in many ways, thinking love her.

she is tainted and sullied,

“the contemptible offspring

of the king’s mad second wife” (p. 73). When Gem, a
Monstrous from the Desert, is taken captive while try-
ing to steal roses from the royal garden, Isra begins to
see beyond her parochialism and beyond the blinders
created by those who supposedly love her, those who
have taught her to see difference as something sad,
strange, and frightful.

Pure of heart but plagued by dreams and able
to communicate with the magical roses in the royal
garden, Isra knows she’s different and yearns to do
something “truly extraordinary to lift [herself] above
all [her] failings” (p. 73). In Gem, she finds a friend,
a companion, and kindred spirit who himself suffers
from mutations. Listening to Gem’s legends, she dis-
covers the beauty of another people who are far from
monstrous. Having discovered the truth about differ-
ence and about true beauty, Isra decides to use her
power to work against the cruel treatment of the ban-
ished, to thwart a world that judges outer mutation as
a sign of a corrupt soul, of not being entirely human.
When her father is killed, Isra is determined to be the
kind of queen “who wants to make other people’s
lives better, who is willing to sacrifice for the people
[she loves], who puts the good of the majority before
the good of the few” (p. 211). With these aspirations,
Isra serves as a pontifex.

Through Gem and Isra, Jay invites us all to exam-
ine our own ignorance: the darkness, the cages, the
narrow worlds in which we sometimes live. Because
of this book’s fantasy slant, it speaks across cultures
about this important message. The author also spends
immense space in defining love. Although love can
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people with vastly differ-
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Gansworth’s book is an

what it means to be

marginalized, and how

ent upbringings and

identities can clash.

feel like home, it also represents everything strange
and uncertain and unknown. It means being vulner-
able and beholden and embracing pain. With her two
protagonists, Jay challenges people to see without the
blinders of ignorance, selfishness, and elitist attitudes
and to love a little harder to avoid falling into darkness.

If I Ever Get Out of Here

Besides winning a place on YALSA’s 2014 list of Best
Fiction for Young Adults and being an Honor Recipi-
ent of the American Indian Library Association’s 2014
Youth Literature Award, Eric Gansworth’s book is an
honest look at culture, what it means to be marginal-
ized, and how people with vastly different upbringings
and identities can clash. It
also reveals music’s power
to tap knowledge, feel-
ing, and insight as well as

honest look at culture, music’s role in catharsis.

Allusions to the Beatles
abound in the book, with
songs and riffs titling every
chapter and with consider-
able history being shared
about Paul McCartney’s
post-Beatles ventures.

With If I Ever Get Out
of Here (2013), Gansworth
has penned a story to rival
that told about Arnold
Spirit by Sherman Alexie. That readers don’t learn
the name of Gansworth’s protagonist until page 59
reinforces Lewis Blake’s identity crisis and struggle
to define himself. Set at the time of the country’s
bicentennial—a celebration that rubs salt in an old
wound on the reservation—the story opens with
Lewis submitting to the cutting of his braid, evidence
since second grade of his Indianness. Lewis, who lives
a complicated and lonely life, wants to be invisible
when it suits him—to avoid the stares of store clerks
and the whispers about wild or scary Indians from
townspeople.

Hoping to pass as German, or even Italian, Lewis
welcomes this change of identity, thinking that look-
ing more like everyone else might increase his chances
at friendship. As a “brainiac” who can speak his
traditional Tuscarora language, Lewis has been tossed
into junior high with 22 white strangers and struggles
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to learn their social language and to fit in: “If I could
find a good plastic surgeon . . . maybe I could ask
for a few modifications, a pull here and there, some
skin bleach and suddenly, I wouldn’t be that kid from
the reservation anymore. I would be like everyone
else, a Dear Boy” (p. 31). Lewis does eventually find
friendship with George Haddonfield, a “military base
kid” who knows what it means to be on the outside.
Despite their remarkable cultural differences, the two
boys discover they have a lot in common, including
their love for music and the Beatles.

But every time Lewis feels comfortable know-
ing he has blended in, he experiences the sensation
of guilt, “like a garden slug working inside my belly,
leaving its slime trail” (p. 49). In his identity struggle,
Lewis connects with Paul McCartney. Just as McCart-
ney fought for distinction with Wings and to escape
the “Beatle Paul” label, Lewis wants to be Lewis
Blake, not Indian Lewis: “I didn’t have any objection
to being known as an Indian, but couldn’t I have my
own life as just me? Or like McCartney, was I stuck
being expected to play the songs of my first band for
the rest of my life?” (p. 159). Lewis spends the better
part of junior high struggling to navigate both the
white world and the reservation, wondering whether
he can have an identity in both. He doesn’t want to
choose one to hate and one to love.

Still, at school among white people, Lewis en-
counters indifferent teachers, isolation, and active
violence from Evan Reiniger, a wiry-muscled, wildcat-
eyed bully who is impervious to rules and robs Lewis
of any safety or security at school. Unable to find an
ally, Lewis quits going to school until he accepts that
he needs to speak to Evan in his own language, the
language of violence.

By the story’s end, Lewis has learned lessons not
only about identity and friendship, but also about pov-
erty as a relative term. Armed with experiential learn-
ing and embracing his Uncle Albert’s words—“Can’t
let your fears get the best of you, isn’t it? . . . Gotta
live the best way you can” (p. 272), Lewis’s desire for
escape dissipates.

Discussing the Literature

As students engage dialogically to discuss this lit-
erature, teachers can encourage them to question
an author’s or speaker’s assumptions and premises.



They can assess the veracity of the claims and the
soundness of the reasoning, using life experience and
additional research to confirm or refute the text. By
citing specific evidence and supporting their points in
writing and speaking, students experience the rigor,
critical thinking, and communication skills prized by
the new Common Core State Standards. While the
CCSS specifically state a mandate for exploring mul-
tiple viewpoints, there is reasonable concern that they
also minimize the importance of YAL. These books
meet the critical components required by the CCSS
while also appealing to adolescents.

Discussions might take place in a literature circle
format. Literature Circles are temporary discussion
groups whose members have chosen to read the same
book or who have chosen to read different titles but
on a similar topic, subject, or theme. The discussion
engages members of a small group as equal and active
partners in sharing ideas and constructing interpreta-
tions in the reading process. The main focus in Litera-
ture Circles is lively group interaction: debate, chal-
lenge, and give-and-take to build on shared ideas and
interpretations. Some of the following prompts may
invite dialogic exchange during Literature Circles:

1. In what ways does this text incorporate or reflect
aspects of your own life? To what aspects do you
especially relate or connect?

2. To what extent does this text help build an under-
standing of culturally diverse people?

3. How might the text express ironies or contradic-
tions of popular beliefs regarding the people of this
culture?

4. How does the text connect in theme and content
with other works of literature?

5. How might this text conflict or compare with the
stories mainstream writers often tell?

6. Comment on how this text represents the cultural,
historical, or social diversity of the people it at-
tempts to depict. Where does or doesn’t the author
“get it right™?

With such prompts, readers engage in lively
discussion and scrutinize the nine identity elements
and how they apply. While I prefer authentic discus-
sion, where students lead with their own questions,
concerns, and wonderings, a teacher might wish
to explicitly employ the CLEAR GREG acronym to
generate thought (see Fig. 1). Readers could also use

the acronym as a scaffold to explore their reading,
considering the role Class, Language, Exceptionality,
Age, Religion, Gender, Race, Ethnicity, and Geography
play in a text.

All students will benefit if we take the time to
learn about one another. CIL and dialogic exchange
aren’t panaceas, but as learning tools they do encour-
age cultural border crossing, seeing from multiple
perspectives, challenging dominant modes of know-
ing, and producing knowledge from facts. With such
bridge building, we hope to mitigate human cruelty
and the tendency to hate, reject, or ignore what one

= Mostly this is a book about adolescents, but it also gives glimps-

What conditions account for the class differences in the life lived
by Lewis and that lived by George? How do their identities com-
pare or contrast with your own socioeconomic status?

How does Lewis’s knowing his native language, Tuscarora,

both complicate and enhance his life? Uncle Albert’s speaking
patterns capture some of the local flavor of language on the Tus-
carora Reservation: “Can’t let your fears get the best of you, isn’t
it?” (p. 272) What idioms are culturally relevant to you?

The book discusses issues related to Lewis’s being a brainiac and
being in an advanced class. How does this label both privilege
and/or hinder his life?2 How do labels like this or exceptionalities
function in society?

es into the life lived by Uncle Albert and other adults. How does
Lewis’s age contribute to or account for some of his challenges
in life? What role does Uncle Albert play in Lewis’s life?

Consider the role music plays in the novel. In what ways, if any,
is music tied to ritual and/or ceremony? How does music affect
or influence Lewis’s mind, body, and spirit? How might music
foster cultural awareness or enhance one’s heritage?

How does gender identity contribute to the novel? What gender
boundaries, if any, are placed on Lewis and on George? If gender
is a social construct, what gender definitions exist in the novel?

What motivates Lewis’s desire for “skin bleach”? Why might
skin color privilege or challenge a person?

What happens when Lewis tries to make friends at his new
school with the teasing ways he used at his reservation school?
Explain the conflict Lewis has about cutting his braid. How does
George’s being German play a role in the story?

Why might celebrating the United States Bicentennial not be

a priority on the reservation? Based on the novel’s portrayal,
what does it mean to live on the Tuscarora Reservation? On an
Air Force Base? What role does place play in shaping these two
young men? How has place shaped your identity?

Figure 1. Using the acronym CLEAR GREG with If I Ever Get Out
of Here (Gansworth, 2013)
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doesn’t know or has not yet tried to understand.
Because some things are invisible until they happen to
us, we may be blind to ignorance and hate as diseases
until we are victims or until a story opens our eyes.

About education, Robert Frost said: “Education is
the ability to listen to almost anything without losing
your temper or your self-confidence.” As young peo-
ple engage in open-minded discussion, the goal is to
achieve this level of education, to understand that dif-
ference isn’t a defect and that there are many ways of
thinking, feeling, believing, and behaving. With CIL,
we begin to develop a culturally responsive mindset, a
mindset that embraces alternate perspectives, is open
to new ways of knowing, and recognizes the value of
looking beyond the self. Cultually responsive school-
ing recognizes, respects, and uses students’ identities
and backgrounds as meaningful sources for creating
optimal learning environments.

Donna L. Miller has a rich history teaching and mentor-
ing. For 26 years, she taught English, Drama, and Ad-
vanced Placement English at Chinook High School on the
Northern Tier of Montana called the Hi-Line. Although she
has also taught in the teacher training programs at both
Arizona State University-Tempe and University of Mon-
tana-Missoula, she currently directs the Teacher Training
Program at Aaniiith Nakoda College on the Fort Belknap
Indian Reservation. Her research interests revolve around
young adult literature and issues of literacy sponsorship.

References

Banks, J. A. (2010). Multicultural education: Characteristics and
goals. In J. A. Banks and C. A.

McGee Banks (Eds.), Multicultural education: Issues and per-
spectives (7th ed.; pp. 3-26). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and
Sons.

Carter, A. L. (2008). The shepherd's granddaughter. Berkley.
CA: Groundwood Books.

Castagno, A. E., & Brayboy, B. M. J. (2008). Culturally responsive
schooling for indigenous

youth: A review of the literature. Review of Educational Re-
search, 78, 941-993.

Delpit, L. (1995). Other people’s children. New York, NY: Free
Press.

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

Erickson, F. (2010). Culture in society and in educational prac-
tices. In J. A. Banks and C. A.

McGee Banks (Eds.), Multicultural education: Issues and
perspectives (7th ed.; pp. 33—53). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley
and Sons.

Gaitan, C. D. (2006). Building culturally responsible classrooms:
A guide for k-6 teachers.

Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Gansworth, E. (2013). If | ever get out of here. New York, NY:
Arthur A. Levine Books.

Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, re-
search, and practice. New York, NY:

Teacher's College Press.

Gopalakrishnan, A. (2011). Multicultural children’s literature: A
critical issues approach.

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Hall, M. P. (n.d.). The four idols of Francis Bacon and the
instrument of new knowledge. Retrieved from http://
www.sirbacon.org/links/4idols.htm.

Jay, S. (2013). Of beast and beauty. New York, NY: Random
House.

Metzger, K, Box, A, & Blasingame, J. (2013). Embracing intercul-
tural diversification:

Teaching young adult literature with native American themes.
English Journal, 102(5), 57-62.

Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzales, N. (1992). Funds
of knowledge for teaching: Using a qualitative approach to
connect homes and classrooms. Theory into Practice, 31,
132-141.

Montana Office of Public Instruction. (2011, November).
Montana common core standards.

English language arts and literacy in history/social studies,
science, and technical subjects. Retrieved from http://opi
.mt.gov/pdf/CCSSO/11NovELACommonCoreGradeband.pdf.

National Governors Association Center for Best Practices &
Council of Chief State School Officers. (2010). Common core
state standards for English language arts and literacy in his-
tory/social studies, science, and technical subjects. Washing-
ton, DC: Author. Retrieved from http://www.corestandards
.org/ela-literacy.

Nin. A. (n.d.). BrainyQuote.com. Retrieved from http://www
brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/a/anaisnin 107089.html

Padian, M. (2013). Out of nowhere. New York, NY: Random
House.

Winter, M. (2013, February 15). Racism against Somalis cited in
Minn. school brawl. USA

Today. Retrieved from http://www.usatoday.com/story/
news/nation/2013/02/15/minneapolis-high-school-food-
fight/1923547/.


http://www.usatoday.com/story
http://www
http:BrainyQuote.com
http://www.corestandards
http://opi
www.sirbacon.org/links/4idols.htm

Ashley K. Dallacqua & Dorothy J. Sutton

Critical Discussions:

Using Satrapi's Persepolis with High School Language Arts Students

readers in other worlds, identities, and cultures.

Quality and complex literature can be a base to
ask critical questions, challenge social norms, and be
part of genuine dialogue. This research study stems
from an interest in graphic novels as quality and
complex texts and their ability to encourage discus-
sion around complicated topics. As multimodal, yet
strongly visual narratives, graphic novels have the
ability to tell stories and reach readers in ways differ-
ent from other media. For educators seeking to engage
deeply in critical discussions that challenge social
norms and hegemonic discourse around cultural and
gender identities, graphic novels such as Persepolis
(Satrapi, 2003) can serve as a resource.

We entered into this study asking: In a high
school language arts classroom, how does reading and
studying the graphic novel Persepolis contribute to
readers’ views of gender? Working with ten diverse
high school students in a small reading group, we ob-
served discussions of Persepolis. These students came
to this unit with varying reading levels, interests, and
abilities. Further, it was an ethnically diverse group,
with one particular student (Dee; student names are
pseudonyms) who identified as American and Pales-
tinian. She related to the text not ethnically, but as a
Muslim female. These diverse perspectives directly
affected how students read and discussed the text.

We selected the text Persepolis for a number of
reasons. First, it stands on its own and is regarded by
many as a piece of quality literature for classroom use
(Connors, 2007; Harris, 2007; Schwarz, 2007; Versaci,

I iterature has the power to engage adolescent

2008; White, 2010). Also, the content of Persepolis
involves themes around gender roles and gender
performance complicated by cultural expectations. We
wondered if this graphic novel would allow for critical
discussions not only because of its complex content,
but also its graphic novel form. We found that draw-
ing on this kind of critical, multimodal text shaped an
environment conducive to critical dialogue, extend-
ing possibilities for addressing and altering negative
discourses.

Review of Literature

Scholarship has recognized a wide variety of ado-
lescent literature that helps explore ideas of identity
through critical discussion. Here we explore research
around graphic novels specifically, as well as theory
and practice regarding the use of literature to inform
discussions of identities and as tools for critical discus-
sions.

The Graphic Novel

The use of multimodal texts such as graphic novels
to engage students in critical discussions is a topic
that has gone unexamined until recently. The graphic
novel is a medium of literature that is gaining legiti-
macy and value in an academic setting (Carter, 2007;
Frey & Fisher, 2008; McCloud, 1993). Chute (2008,
2010) notes her interest in graphic narratives because
of what they do differently. Focusing on Satrapi’s
Persepolis, she writes, “[W]hile its content is keenly
feminist . . . we may understand the text as modeling
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into an academic setting

and encourages dynamic

40

Bringing graphic novels

promises opportunities

a feminist methodology in its form, in the complex vi-
sual dimension of its author’s narrating herself on the
page as a multiple subject” (2008, p. 94). The text’s

form provides a space for the reader and the author to

witness to Satrapi’s history; Satrapi is literally making
what has been hidden visible (Chute, 2008).

The graphic novel medium, because of its form,
also creates opportunities for reading and discussion

that are unique from other

media. Along with read-
ing images and words,

ing physical and intellec-
tual space to make mean-
ing and connections with
the narrative (McCloud,
1993). Scholarship also
argues that the dynamic
and complex nature of
these kinds of texts brings
welcomed challenges to
readers, as well as provides a supportive reading ex-
perience to struggling readers (Carter, 2007, Connors,
2013). Connors’s empirical work with graphic novels

for meaning making

discourse.

(including Persepolis) and adolescent readers suggests

reading these multimodal texts requires a “wealth of
resources” to decode, analyze, and make meaning—
skills that are often underestimated (2013, p. 48). His
participants relied on both visual and textual content
clues to talk about the texts. As Connors and others
(McCloud, 1993) have suggested, we have found that
reading graphic novels is not a passive process but
one that is active and complex. Navigating textual
and visual modes contributes to this process. Bring-
ing graphic novels into an academic setting promises
opportunities for meaning making and encourages
dynamic discourse.

Literature as a Way to Explore Cultural and
Gender Identities
Literature has the potential to engage readers in

identities—both their own and others. This research is
informed by Sims Bishop’s (1990) theories of literature

as both windows and mirrors for adolescent readers,

allowing them to see a world other than their own in a

text, while still making personal connections to it. Us-
ing texts with characters that are not reflective of the
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this medium is arranged in
panels and gutters, provid-

dominant sociocultural audience also affords minor-
ity readers experiences that can become “means of
self-affirmation” (Sims Bishop, para. 1). It also makes
space for non-minority students to learn and experi-
ence different ways of being.

Gender is often explored in scholarship related
to adolescent literature and readers. Using literature
in a classroom is a significant way for teachers and
researchers to explore gender issues (Ma’ayan, 2012;
Orellana, 1995; Rice, 2002). Our research is also in-
formed by Connell (2009), who argues that gender is
not a “fixed dichotomy” (p. 10), but rather is socially
constructed and continuously changing and evolv-
ing. Further, individuals can challenge or trouble the
binary categories of gender through their own perfor-
mance (Butler, 2006). Texts like Persepolis challenge
gender norms (Chute, 2008, 2010; White, 2010), thus
demonstrating that literature can be a resource that
both encourages discussions around gender stereo-
types and binaries and offers examples of how gender
can be performed differently.

Critical Discussions

By starting critical conversations in the classroom
early (Deprez, 2010), commonly held stereotypes
have the potential to be addressed and altered. Critical
literacy contributes to this analysis with its emphasis
on interrogating oppression. Morrell (2008) writes,
“Critical literacy... is necessary not only for the critical
navigation of hegemonic discourse; it is also essential
to the redefining of the self and the transformation of
oppressive social structures and relations of produc-
tion” (p. 5). Critical literacy and subsequent dialogue
also allows readers to dissect how a text can “work

to create transformation in the world” (Ma’ayan, p.
18, 2012). This dialogue can provide opportunities for
students and teachers to personally connect with the
literature and each other, and can ultimately serves as
a starting point for “new way/[s] of thinking” (Deprez,
2010, p. 481).

Persepolis as a critical text

Graphic novels, apart from the value of multimodal
resources in the classroom (Kress, 2003), provide
unique and engaging reading experiences (Dallac-
qua, 2012a, 2012b) that can bolster critical dialogue
(Lamen, Jewett, Jennings, Wilson, & Souto-Manning,
2012) that stems from critical literacy. The graphic



novel Persepolis is a critical text that lends itself to
critical dialogue around gender and culture in high
school language arts classrooms (Connors, 2007,
2013; Harris, 2007; Schwarz, 2007; Versaci, 2008).
Connors (2007), in particular, used cultural criticism
and the graphic novel Persepolis to create ways for
students to deal with tension around cultural differ-
ences and make strong connections in similarities that
seemed buried. Persepolis is also an exemplar text

for “offer[ing] opportunities to teach critical literacy
through ‘positioning and repositioning (placing the
reader in an unfamiliar position in order to consider
the larger world)’” (Fisher & Frey as quoted in White,
2010, para. 4).

The graphic novel medium also has the ability to
engage readers in a way that makes it possible to ap-
proach political issues with empathy and set aside pre-
viously held biases (Juneau & Sucharov, 2010; White,
2010). “Because Satrapi’s story represents voices
not often heard from the Middle East or Iran, both
in terms of her gender and progressive politics, this
graphic novel is particularly important to teach” as it
addresses common stereotypes and single stories re-
garding Iran and what it means to be Muslim (White,
2010, para. 6). Therefore, we argue, like Connors and
others (Chun, 2009; Juneau & Sucharov, 2010; White,
2010) that graphic novels such as Persepolis are criti-
cal texts that can be used as tools to approach critical
discussions.

The Research Study

Research Methods

This qualitative research study was grounded in teach-
er action research methodology (Hubbard & Power,
2003). Classroom time for data collection consisted of
four literature discussions, which were part of an
English 11 class’s regular curriculum. (See Table 1 for
a list of Common Core State Standards [National Gov-
ernors Association Center for Best Practices & Council
of Chief State School Officers, 2010] this unit address-
es.) We followed one small group of 9th-, 10th-, and
11th-grade students (10 participants) who were repre-
sentative of the diversity of the class and the student
body as a whole. Working with such a small group of
students is one limitation of this study. Further, this
was a group of enthusiastic students within an ac-
celerated program. While this context is not represen-

tative of a traditional public school environment, we
still believe this study serves as a valuable resource.

Overall, English 11 worked to develop themes
regarding facets of identity such as race, religion,
gender, and culture. Before in-class discussions,
students independently read an assigned section of
Persepolis and wrote open-ended, Socratic seminar
questions regarding race, gender, and identity that
could be used during the discussion. Students were
explicitly directed to consider these particular themes
when writing their questions (see assignment prompt
in Figure 1 and a selection of student-written ques-
tions in Figure 2). These questions were compiled
and distributed to the group during the discussion.
The students discussed each quarter of the book over
a four-day period, spread between two weeks. These
discussions were videotaped and observed by the
researchers; however, neither researcher participated
in the conversations. After the group discussions,
researchers analyzed the video footage. Each student
participant was then interviewed (also videotaped) to
question their engagement with the text and interac-
tion in discussions further.

Participants

This study takes place in a Midwestern public STEM
school that is filled by a lottery each year. The
students who attend come from urban, suburban,
and rural districts as well as varying socioeconomic
statuses, so the resulting student body is very diverse.
All participants were enrolled in English 11 during the
spring quarter of 2013. Ashley Dallacqua was not as-
sociated with this school, but with a local university.
Dorothy Sutton was the English 11 teacher. It was
stressed to the students and their parents that there
would be no positive or negative consequences for
participating in this study. The student participants
for this project were identified based on consistent
class participation (especially in a previous discussion
of gender in Sophocles’ Antigone), documented in
field notes by both researchers. We especially noted
instances when students discussed their opinions in
conversation with other group members. We did not
select students based on perceived level of interest in
reading or ability. Parent consent and student assent
were obtained for all ten students. (See Table 2 for
participant information.)

a1
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Table 1. Common Core State Standards addressed in this lesson

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explic-
itly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.2: Determine two or more themes or central ideas of a text and analyze their development
over the course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to produce a complex account; provide an
objective summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.3: Analyze the impact of the author’s choices regarding how to develop and relate elements of
a story or drama (e.g., where a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are introduced and developed).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.5: Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure specific parts of a text (e.g.,
the choice of where to begin or end a story, the choice to provide a comedic or tragic resolution) contribute to its overall
structure and meaning as well as its aesthetic impact.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11-12.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explic-
itly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11-12.2: Determine two or more central ideas of a text and analyze their development over the
course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to provide a complex analysis; provide an objective
summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI1.11-12.3: Analyze a complex set of ideas or sequence of events and explain how specific individuals,
ideas, or events interact and develop over the course of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI1.11-12.6: Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a text in which the rhetoric is particu-
larly effective, analyzing how style and content contribute to the power, persuasiveness, or beauty of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11-12.7: Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in different media or for-
mats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in
groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 11-12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and ex-
pressing their own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.11-12.3: Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, assessing
the stance, premises, links among ideas, word choice, points of emphasis, and tone used.

While reading Persepolis, consider the roles of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, as well as other important facets of identity.
For each volume of the text, prepare 4 Socratic seminar discussion questions—2 for each half. There are two volumes in
The Complete Persepolis, so students need to prepare a total of 8 questions for the entire text:

2 discussion questions for pages 1-71 (“the veil” through “the sheep”)

2 discussion questions for pages 72-153 (“the trip” through “the dowry”)

2 discussion questions for pages 155-232 (“the soup” through “the croissant”)
2 discussion questions for pages 233-241 (“the veil” through “the end”)

Sample Socratic seminar question for Persepolis:

On page 6, Satrapi claims she wants to be a prophet and compares herself with other prophets. She says, “I am the last proph-
et,” and five male prophets respond, “A woman?” What does this say about a woman’s experience with religion in Persepolis?

When writing your questions, include a page number, some background information, and a question that can be discussed.
Two questions are due on TaskStream by midnight. Type or paste your questions into the text field on TaskStream; do not
attach a document.

Figure 1. Assignment prompt
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womens position in society?

What do you think about a girl being a prophet?

United States during modern times?

After reading how she [Satrapi] and those around her reacted when the veil was introduced (pp. 3-5), how do you think
you would have felt? Would it have been as much a joke to you as it was to the little girls playing on p. 3? Or would u have
faught it and stood up for the right to have to wear a veil like the women on p. 5?

On page 74, when her mother was called horrible names while waiting at the side of the road, what does this say about

On page 79, The Trip Marjane states “I wanted to fight.” She stated this because Arabia declared war on Iran. This state-
ment made by Marjane made me think, if the community was so sexist, what would they think of a women being a soldier?

On page 270, Skiing Marjanes friend states, “So whats the difference between you and a whore?” This I stated after they
asked Marjane if she has done the sex act, and then Marjane has said she has. But her friends act surprised and angered.
This made me wonder, if Marjanes friends did not want that kind of answer, why did they ask?

On page 39, Satrapi's mother slaps her and Mehri (the maid) across the face. How would this be perceived here in the

Figure 2. A selection of student-written questions (slightly edited for readability)

Table 2. Participants

Participants Gender |Grade |Ethnicity
(Psuedonyms)
Cory Male 10 | White
Charlie Male 9 American Asian
Dee Female 10 | American Palestinian
Emily Female 9 White
Jess Female 9 American Vietnamese
Lane Female 9 American Vietnamese
Max Male 9 White
Morathi Male 9 American Somali
Samantha Female 9 White
Sara Female 9 White

Analysis

We have several major sources of data for analysis:
students’ Socratic seminar questions (which served as
a baseline for students’ reaction and engagement with
Persepolis), the videos of participants’ book discus-
sions, videos of one-on-one student interviews, and
our own research journals, making it possible to trian-
gulate our data. Following the four in-class literature
discussions, we began analyzing the video footage. As

we viewed the footage from each discussion individu-
ally, we drafted multiple analytic memos, recording
all major themes and potential interview questions
that could be directed to each participant. Next, we
began indexing in order to determine the frequency
of these themes, narrowing our data considerably by
focusing on those that served as a vehicle for discuss-
ing gender. We created tables for each discussion
that organized these themes and when they occurred
during discussion, then began transcribing talk around
these themes.

Our transcriptions and analytic memos served
as the foundation for interview questions drafted for
each individual participant. Together, the research-
ers interviewed each participant for one hour. We
followed the script of our outlined questions, but also
allowed for organic, tangential discussion when the
opportunity arose. After individual interviews, we
referred back to our field notes, beginning to distin-
guish emerging themes across our data sources. We
recognized that students viewed the graphic novel
form as significant to their reading and meaning mak-
ing. We also noted how this text acted as a window
and/or a mirror (Sims Bishop, 1990) for our students
to examine issues of gender. We member-checked
these broad themes with all ten participants. We also
checked more specific findings with Dee individually
because she experienced the book as both an Ameri-
can and as a Muslim Palestinian, making her a larger
focus in our findings. All participants confirmed these
emerging themes.
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These discussions provid-

Following this member check, we entered into our
next phase of analysis. Keeping our themes in mind,
we began watching and rewatching the individual
participant interviews. We made note of instances
when participants took up the emerging themes of
our study and transcribed those instances, leading us
to form more specific conceptual categories (Hubbard
& Power, 2003). The resulting categories we exam-
ine here are the value of the graphic novel form and
how it fostered exploration in identity and oppressive
discourses.

Findings

The initial purpose of our critical discussions with
Persepolis was to create a window through which
students could engage with
a world outside their day-
to-day to explore gender
issues. In many cases, that

ed opportunities for is exactly what happened.

The graphic novel medium,

students to explore their ccause of its vivid im-

own identities as well as

ages that combined with
text content, contributed

the identities of charac- to students’ understand-

ings, discussions, and

ters in the text and Pe€ers interpretations of the text.
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within the discussion.

Students often responded
to this window by compar-
ing what was on either side
of it, resulting at times in
an “us” versus “them” discussion. These discussions
provided opportunities for students to explore their
own identities as well as the identities of characters
in the text and peers within the discussion. However,
this identity talk also led to victimizing the central
character of the story and those like her. Negative
and potentially oppressive views held by the students
surfaced and were troubled in individual interviews.

The Value of the Graphic Novel Form

Data revealed that the graphic novel medium made a
difference to the readers and their experiences with
this text. While this autobiography is dense with
historical references and tragic events, the participants
agreed that the visual nature of the text made it more
approachable as they were introduced to the story,
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easier to read throughout, and ultimately more enjoy-
able. In writing a visual autobiography, the author

is in a unique position to present her world as she
wishes and in an in-depth way. During her interview,
Dee shared, “I feel like you’re actually seeing how the
author wants you to see it to be, and not just like your
image. But sometimes it’s good to have your image.
But if it’s real-life situation . . . I think it’s better to
have it like this.” Dee noted the value of experiencing
an event that is autobiographical in the form the au-
thor intends, creating a reading experience that is both
individual and communal (Gardner, 2012).

Several readers also noted that the more simplistic
illustrations and lack of color (Chute, 2008) allowed
them to handle the tragedy in the central character’s
life. One student noted that the events in Satrapi’s
life are complicated and complex, the opposite of the
black-and-white depiction. The irony and symbolism
in the lack of color in this text (Chute, 2008) was not
lost on these readers. Instead, it allowed many of the
readers to approach a new world, while still having
space for interpretation.

As is typical in graphic novel formats, there are
gaps or gutters that remain as empty space in between
images, further contributing to the ways in which
readers are part of the story (McCloud, 1993). In this
space, student-participants needed to do work, to
make connections, and interpret everything that was
happening within this multimodal story. Using the me-
dium of film as a point of comparison, Sara explains
that while watching a movie, “you’re being told exact-
ly what’s happening. In this way [through a graphic
novel medium], it still gives you a little bit more
interpretation.” She acknowledged what is required of
her as a reader as well as the freedom of interpreta-
tion that comes with it. We argue that this narrative,
in this format, gave readers opportunities to enter into
a new and different space where they could question
and learn. Moreover, the simplistic artistic style made
it possible for the readers to approach more tragic or
complicated events, such as deadly bombings or drug
abuse, in a way that did not destabilize them to the
point where they were unable to engage with or ana-
lyze the text in a critical way.

As the students analyzed and discussed the text,
both in groups and in interviews, they drew on the
multiple modes the narrative offered. Readers used
both words and images as they formed opinions,



supported those opinions, and made meaning around
complex themes. We noticed that images played a
role in discussions around gender and culture espe-
cially. Hair, make-up, and clothing were all visually
prominent in the text and frequent topics throughout
discussions. One student, Max, noted the small detail
of characters’ hair showing and how that influenced
his interpretation of them, and further, his interpre-
tation of cultural expectations placed on them. He
discussed his surprise that certain minor characters
would be so against Marjane using a contraceptive,
drawing on images to support his thoughts: “ It’s
surprising, ’cause like, even some of them now, in this
picture, like almost all of them are showing their hair.
(Max turns the book around to show the researchers
what he is seeing.) So it’s even more surprising then,
‘cause they’re being, they’re going against the rules
there, too.” While the printed textual content does
not refer to the women’s hair coverage, Max has read
both the text and image carefully, using it to support
his claims that these characters are complex and, at
times, contrary.

The printed text itself became a visual resource as
well, as the author used font and exclamation points
in a pivotal scene. Late in Persepolis, Marjane is run-
ning to catch a bus, and a man yells at her to stop
running because she is making an “obscene move-
ment” (Satrapi, 2003, p. 301). Max expressed that
he was able to contextualize the people around this
more intimate scene (although they are not shown on
the page) due to the facial expressions, text font, and
exclamation points that are used. Max described this
scene as

. . . almost a power play because they’re showing her, not
her, but they are also showing the people around her [who
are not visible in the image]. ’Cause I'm guessing they’re
not talking in a whisper, cause there are exclamation marks
.. .. In my opinion, anyways, it’s a power play to show the
others that are around them to not rile up . . . to be cautious.

Max critically read the text, images, and font, equating
volume with power to control Marjane and others not
pictured. Here both the visual text, along with images
seen and unseen, were taken up by the readers as
they made sense of the rules and restrictions placed
on females and the hegemony that exists in the text.
Further, Max actively engaged with the text, filling in
the gutters and acknowledging images and motiva-
tions that were only alluded to visually, but never

physically drawn. By “assign[ing] feeling and motives
to characters not otherwise stated in the text,” readers
“engage([d] in the sort of gap filling that Iser (1978)
argues is characteristic of aesthetic reading” (Connors,
2013, pp. 40-41). Here, Max’s analysis is in direct op-
position to assumptions about reading graphic novels
requiring less work or imagination.

Persepolis’s form created a window for all readers
to access, question, and discuss complex and unfamil-
iar topics. The multimodal
literacies provided by the
text encouraged readers to
read actively and deeply
in order to make mean-
ing across panels. It also
offered space for personal
interpretation and connec-
tion. We argue that the
graphic novel multimodal
form used here to tell a
complex and challenging
story, both academically
and thematically, supported
the critical analysis that
happened. This analysis led to critical discussions and
valuable connections. Without both the content and
form of this graphic novel, opportunities to address
generalizations around women’s physical beings (as
discussed above) or subjects such as personal identity
and gender hegemony around the veil (which will be
discussed in the next sections) would not have come
to fruition in the same rich and complex way.

The visual text, along with
images seen and unseen,
were taken up by the
readers as they made
sense of the rules and
restrictions placed

on females.

Identity
This unit provided students opportunities to explore
the identities of the characters as well as their own,
all of which are deeply rooted in definitions of culture
and gender. Many students verbalized that they did
not closely identify with the characters in Persepolis.
Instead, they compared and contrasted the primary
settings in the text, Iran and Austria, to their more fa-
miliar world in America. When asked to expand upon
their dichotomizing these cultures, many students
stated that they have little experience outside the US,
and the comparison allowed them to place themselves
within the text and within a different culture.

With a couple of exceptions, students seemed to
view the world within this text as a window (Sims
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Bishop, 1990). Participants continuously situated their
reading within American cultural norms. One of the
aims of this work is to begin to trouble the binary
between “us” and “them,” and Persepolis, we argue,
allows for that kind of work. However, fully disrupt-
ing such engrained dichotomies takes time and, in our
case, further intervention during individual inter-
views. Several discussions were enough to start this
kind of talk, but were by
no means the end. Perse-

She was PI'OUd to perform polis did, however, engage

herself as a powerful fe-

male, Muslim, and Middle

Easterner, regardless of

students with another
culture and illustrate their
own lives as part of a larger
human experience (Sims
Bishop, 1990).

Dee, however, has dual

the risk involved in doing citizenship in Palestine and
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this in a public space.

America, so she contextual-
ized the culture in Perse-
polis differently than most
of the other students. In
her individual interview, Dee stated that comparisons
cannot be drawn between America and a third-world
country. Dee shared stories with us about her family’s
experience with education and employment in Pales-
tine and America, using Persepolis as the entry-point
for discussion. While she chose not to share this in the
whole-group discussion, she was able to find pieces of
her own identity in the text, which she expressed to
us in her interview.

Along with sharing personal anecdotes, Dee also
discussed her role within the context of the group
discussion. At one point she said:

I was the only one who was a Muslim girl in that room. I
feel like I could make some connections to help make them
understand a little more. I feel like I was, like, a connection
person, I don’t know . . . . If they had, like, some doubt
or thought or question as to why they [characters] did this
and they weren’t really understanding it [the book], I felt
like because I understand the situation so well . . . that I
can just sort of help make connections.

Dee verbalized that while she had a lot of pertinent
information to share, she did not want the discussion
to be about her. It was clear that Dee saw a specific
role for herself in the discussion.

I felt comfortable doing it because somebody has to do it.
... I felt it was my role to do that . . . I don’t know if any
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of them have traveled to a third-world country, because
I’ve been to a third-world country before, because I wear a
veil, because I'm a Muslim, because I'm the only Muslim
girl there. I felt like I was there to sort of bring it back in a
way and just, like, keep making connections . . . helping
the students there understand it’s not the way the book
portrays it. Because they [Satrapi] really portrayed it—all
of that—it was portrayed in a negative way. Like, women
were portrayed in a very negative way in the book, except
for Marjane. But I felt like it was my duty to . . . shed some
light on it.

Dee sought to trouble the narrow “negative way”
women are viewed as a population in Persepolis,
views and assumptions that carry into how she is seen
and treated as a Muslim female. While Dee acknowl-
edges her comfort level with being the “other” in

this discussion, this positioning can be problematic,
furthering the dichotomizing of American and other
cultures. Still, Dee points out her ability to maintain
power during discussions, choosing specific questions
to pose to the group and holding back and/or offer-
ing personal information when she saw fit. During a
group discussion about identity, Dee proclaimed,

Me, personally, I wouldn’t hide who I am. I'm very—I
guess—I'm very proud of who I am and, like, I show it.
When people ask me what my nationality is, I tell them,
like, I won’t hesitate, and they’re like, “Oh, but you were
born in America,” and I may have been born here but, like,
my heart is in my home country.

While there are instances of Dee being othered in
these discussions, she was proud to perform herself
as a powerful female, Muslim, and Middle Easterner,
regardless of the risk involved in doing this in a public
space. Persepolis provided opportunities for Dee and
the group to explore many others that get performed,
troubling the expected identities (Butler, 2006). It also
allowed Dee to see herself mirrored in a text and pro-
vided opportunities for her to be prideful of her iden-
tity within the group. This influenced group members
and drew positive and negative opinions from partici-
pants, which we explore in the next section. Ultimate-
ly, this text provided opportunities for discussion that
could draw attention to valuing and helping “change
our attitudes toward difference” (Sims Bishop, 1990).

Oppressive Discourses

The data revealed places where Persepolis was also

a vehicle to discuss oppression in male-dominated
societies. During group discussions, language regard-



ing the veil as oppressive or restrictive surfaced. Many
students believed that because Marjane was forced

to wear the veil, she became a victim of her govern-
ment. Dee acknowledged during her interview that
“their government overdid it, like, beyond overdid it,
because if that was me, that would make me hate the
veil if I had to be forced to wear it. *Cause, like, right
now—’cause it’s a choice, it’s not something, you
know, you are forced to do.” Although the students
recognized the force of the veil in this narrative, they
struggled to differentiate norms in Persepolis and
norms in their contemporary space. This led students
to make broad assumptions, as some began to apply
the victimization of veil-wearing Muslim women upon
their classmates. During one class discussion, Saman-
tha said, “[W]omen were seen as such . . . I don’t
want to use the word tools, but like people that could
be walked on, I guess, that they had to be worn—they
had to wear veils to hide . . . to hide part of who they
are . . . which I think is kind of sad because . . . as she
grows up and figures out that you don’t want to hide
who you are because that’s just dishonest.” Saman-
tha explicitly described the veil as hiding identity,
rather than a part of it, though her Muslim classmate,
Dee, sat near her, voluntarily wearing a veil. When
this was questioned in individual interviews, Dee
explained, “Honestly, if I took it off, I wouldn’t feel
complete [touches scarf continually]. It sort of sepa-
rates me from the rest of the people, but I don’t think
it hides my personality at all.”

While these views were expressed to the whole
group on a smaller scale, neither Dee nor the other
group members took up the topic of pridefully
wearing a veil. This counternarrative of empowered
Muslim women is often sidelined. In a similar way,
Dee’s own counternarrative was quickly passed over
for a new topic. Later in her interview, Dee also noted
being “victimized” because of her clothing by other
students in her school. However, Dee’s identity as
both American and Palestinian allowed her to make
the distinction between force and choice, especially
within the context of discussing Persepolis. It is discus-
sions like the ones that transpired during individual
interviews that need to work their way into the whole-
class setting in order to problematize single stories
and cultural assumptions, such as the ones we were
able to address about Muslim women as victims.

By discussing this text in a Socratic seminar

format, students were given power to lead the discus-
sion, and these oppressive ideas were given space

and consideration. While not being didactic, compli-
cated and oppressive ideas were expressed and taken
up. However, the participants did not always go far
enough, resulting in undisrupted dichotomies and neg-
ative conceptions. We argue that this kind of critical
discussion needs to be extended, troubled, and taken
up more frequently in order to help shape students
into global citizens.

Implications and Conclusion

This research illustrates that both the text’s content
and multiple modes contribute to its ability to encour-
age critical discussions around gender and cultural
identity. Images combined with text afforded resourc-
es for readers to take up issues, ask questions, and
make meaning. In an environment open for discus-
sion, Persepolis also drew out attitudes around gender
and culture that were both positive and negative.
These topics can and, we argue, need to be addressed
and troubled in a classroom or educational environ-
ment. Educators who are considering using a graphic
novel to promote critical dialogue will benefit from
including Persepolis due to its historical context and
diverse topics. Many students stated that they would
not have picked up an autobiographical novel set in
the Islamic Revolution in Iran, but that the format
of the graphic novel made this narrative accessible.
Other texts that could fuel this kind of work include
Maus (Spiegelman, 1997), Fun Home (Bechdel, 2006),
and Stitches (Small, 2009). Each explores difficult top-
ics, and the resulting classroom discussion would be
fruitful.

Providing space for these critical discussions
and complex texts brings to the surface topics of op-
pression and marginalization that can be combated,
creating safer and more equitable spaces for adoles-
cent readers. It is important that teachers emphasize
parameters that will make students feel safe and com-
fortable enough to share in discussion. We referenced
StudyGuide.org for a list of the “rules for Socratic
seminar” (Socratic seminar student guidelines, n.d.).
An abbreviated version of this resource can be found
in Figure 3. We found that students were willing to
take up difficult topics such as gender and cultural
issues while still (even if unintentionally) maintaining
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normative and hegemonic perspectives. While we had
the opportunity to trouble these perspectives in indi-
vidual interviews, the classroom teacher may consider
entering the discussion in order to push these conver-
sations further. Alternatively, the class may benefit
from follow-up whole-class discussions addressing
negativity. Bringing difficult topics into conversation
is not enough. To fully challenge negative discourses
and divisive conceptions of the world, educational
contexts must continuously challenge and question
these issues as they arise.

The structure of this study also implicates the
importance of time and space for students to approach
literature they can personally connect to, along with
opportunities to speak out and share. Setting aside
time to discuss this text with their peers and teachers
allowed students to unpack complicated concepts that
had been outlined in their baseline discussion ques-
tions. And while not all students would feel comfort-
able, this was something these students, especially
Dee, took pride in. However, it also calls into question
why Dee felt it was her “duty” to take on a particu-
lar role in discussion. This potentially problematic
weight requires us, as researchers and educators, to
reexamine school and classroom structures that could
be marginalizing to Dee or other students. In order
to prepare adolescents to be global citizens, single-
story assumptions, such as the veil or other clothing
being seen as “victimizing,” requires analysis through
multiple perspectives and voices. Experiences like the

ones within this study develop abilities and attitudes
that are inquisitive, working with and against social
norms. When offered on a regular basis, though, read-
ing and discussing texts like Persepolis can influence
adolescents to be citizens who work toward unity that
celebrates differences.
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Connie Swartz Zitlow Awarded the 2014 Hipple Award

Connie Swartz Zitlow is the recipient of the ALAN 2014 Ted Hipple
Award. The award is named in honor of its first Executive Secretary
and is given for meritorious service to the organization. Connie, a for-
mer ALAN president and longstanding ALAN member, has served on
and chaired numerous committees for the organization, including the
committee that formed the Presidents’ Advisory Council (PAC). She
has authored dozens of articles and multiple books on young adult
literature and is co-recipient of the first Nilsen-Donelson Award for
the best article in a volume year for The ALAN Review. She is also a
recipient of an ALAN Foundations Grant. Connie is Professor Emeritus
at Ohio Wesleyan University where she taught young adult literature
and served as Director of Adolescence to its Young Adult and Multi-
Age Licensure Programs.

For more information about the Hipple Award and for a list of past
winners, please go to http://www.alan-ya.org.

ALAN Workshop

The highlight of each year is the annual ALAN Workshop. At this gathering, you’ll meet with colleagues from
across the country, receive copies of some of the best and most popular young adult titles, and get to hear from a
host of young adult authors. The workshop is held each year in conjunction with the NCTE Annual Convention.

The 2014 ALAN Workshop will revolve around the theme “Is the Sky the Limit? Using Teen Literature to
Forge Connections in a World with Disappearing Boundaries” and will be held in National Harbor, MD (outside
of Washington, DC) from November 24-25. This workshop will, as always, be a celebration of great young adult
authors and books, and the teachers and librarians who help get those books into young readers’ hands.

50

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014


http:http://www.alan-ya.org

James Bucky Carter

Graphic Novels, Adolescence, “Making
Spaces,” and Teacher Prep in a Graduate

YAL Course

olitical and intellectual forces are exerting

pressures that may challenge the ecology—the

space, place, and landscape—of Young Adult
Literature (YAL) in English language arts teacher edu-
cation curricula and in K-12 classrooms. A call for the
January 2015 issue of English Journal, for example,
asks stakeholders to consider what the authors call
the “youth lens,” one that can “sit alongside feminist,
queer, Marxist, and postcolonial approaches” and
“views adolescence as a construct and calls attention
to and critiques representations of youth” (NCTE,
2014). The call suggests a narrow contemporary view
of adolescence that may guide future constructs of
adolescence and YAL courses:

[W]e have yet to sufficiently examine how we
view adolescence and how these views affect how we
teach English. Typical ways of thinking about adoles-
cence come from biological and psychological un-
derstandings (e.g., raging hormones, identity crisis).
These lenses prevail in our thinking, representing the
adolescent as a moody, self-centered, peer-oriented
being that is different from adults in distinct ways.
These deficit orientations position youth passively,
present their life circumstances as demeaning, and fail
to account for seeing this category, like others, as a
social construct.

How, then, will challenging our notions of adoles-
cence influence our construction of YAL and its cours-
es? What are the ramifications for accepting “deficit
orientations,” if the call is accurate in its claim?

Forces at Play or Forces at Bay?

In ““We Brought It upon Ourselves’: University-Based
Teacher Education and the Emergence of Boot-Camp-
Style Routes to Teacher Certification,” Friedrich
(2014) also takes issue with education’s over-reliance
on psychology-based notions of learning and develop-
ment, seeing it as a reason why education programs
are undermined by alternative routes to teacher
certification. The “psy-field” lens has led to detrimen-
tal decisions driving methods, content, and curricula,
“colonizing” teacher education, and “serving as the
privileged lens through which content and learners are
being led” (p. 5).

Rather than view child and adolescent psychol-
ogy as representing absolutes, Friedrich suggests
teacher educators observe the “psy-field” as one of
many lenses needing examination, historicization, and
contextualization within methods and content, which,
Friedrich argues, are too often separated in current
teacher education programs. YAL courses, often but
not always housed in English departments, have been
under scrutiny since they’ve existed, from without and
within: Should they be literature courses and focus
only through literary lenses? Should they be methods
courses or hybrids? Friedrich’s concerns could offer
support for blended approaches to YAL curricula, not
to mention graduate-level YAL courses. The field has
long been discussing ways to develop and offer such
courses with appropriate curricular fit and rigor.
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If secondary teachers are

curricula that represents a

re-reification of the can-

Furthermore, the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS; National Governors Association Center for
Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Offi-
cers, 2010), with their oft-confusing and contradictory
statements on exemplars, new ratios for fiction-non-
fiction, and new definitions of American literature,
world literature, and informational texts, may affect
drastically the choices teacher educators make in YAL
courses as they scramble
to meet state-mandated
edicts while keeping true
to their own expertise.

forced into constricting How many are changing

their syllabi in response,
making room for nonfic-
tion or replacing salient YA
texts with those favored

on, what role will YAL play by the politically power-

ful proponents of CCSS?

in students’ development Indeed, even our profes-
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sional journals’ editors feel
compelled to address the
CCSS and the tensions they
create for YAL (keep read-
ing this issue of TAR and see Fall 2013’s nonfiction
focus, for example). In addition, if secondary teachers
are forced into constricting curricula that represents

a re-reification of the canon, what role will YAL play
in students’ development in school spaces, and how
might that affect the perceived need for YAL courses
in ELA teacher preparation programs?

in school spaces?

Ecology, Erudition, and Experience in
“Literature for Youth”

In autumn of 2012, I spearheaded the initial offering
of a graduate-level YAL course in which I and my
students presciently (read “unwittingly”) addressed is-
sues of curricula and purpose mentioned by Friedrich
and, eventually, in the aforementioned English Journal
call. We crafted a possible blueprint for a graduate-
level YAL course and overtly challenged the underly-
ing assumptions about textual complexity, quality,
and learning inherent in the misguided CCSS. Herein

I offer details about the course and how my students
and I explicitly examined the need for YAL that blends
literary and social science lenses in the ecology of
teacher education and K-12 settings.
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About the Course

English 5340 “Literature for Youth” is a graduate-
level course for students in the University of Texas at
El Paso English Department’s recently revived MAT
degree. The course serves both experienced K-12 ELA
teachers seeking an advanced credential and many re-
cently graduated students with no teaching experience
beyond student teaching. My syllabus’s description of
the course reveals its goals, very much reminiscent of
those in the EJ call and Friedrich’s article:

This course will mine the intersections of adolescence, sec-
ondary education, and literary analysis through the intense
study of and reflection on works of scholarly merit in the
domains of the humanities and the social sciences and will
provide literary texts through which various lenses, criti-
cal approaches, and concepts from that literature may be
applied or explored. This section of the course focuses on
the graphic novel as primary literary text.

The Venn diagram in Figure 1, sitting atop the syl-
labus, attempted to visualize for students how our
various components would intersect.

In her “Strengthen the Profession” chapter of
Reign of Error, Diane Ravitch (2013) argues that while
in teacher education programs, students should:

. .. engage in a year of study of such subjects as cognitive
science, literacy, child development and adolescent psy-
chology, the sociology of the family and the community,
cultural diversity, the needs of students with disabilities, the

Schooling

Adolescence

Figure 1. A visual representation of the curricula for
“Literature for Youth”



nature of testing, and the history, politics, and economics
of education. (p. 275)

Here Ravitch does not run counter to Friedrich, who
calls for the “psy-focus” to be considered a lens, not
the lens. As English 5340 developed, my students
illustrated for me that college-level Young Adult Lit-
erature courses, depending on how they are framed,
are potential spaces, possible ecologies, where future
teachers examine many of these subjects. That every
YAL text we read was a comic or graphic novel, while
not the focus of this essay, suggests that format and
genre are still important concerns when developing
YAL courses, but they needn’t be the primary ones.
(Nobis [2013] recently wrote, “I don’t understand why
we still so often have to debate the merits of graphic
novels” [p. 31], and I have abandoned the apologetic
stance that demands a constant recapitulation of de-
fining them then defending them. That work has been
done and is readily available. A good place to start
would be this essay’s bibliography.) Below, I discuss
inspirations, goals, and resources from the course and
share student responses supporting my claim.

Curricular Inspirations and Integrations

In planning the course, I drew upon my scholarly
influences regarding young adult literature, namely
Donelson and Nilsen, whose Literature for Today’s
Young Adults (2005; see also Nilsen, Blasingame,
Nilsen, & Donelson, 2012) has been a staple in how I
situate students’ earliest framings of YAL, especially
in terms of how to define and analyze such texts for
quality and how to view them through allegorical
lenses. I am also influenced by Kaywell (1997, 2000,
2010) and others (Lesesne, 2010; Herz & Gallo, 2005)
who promote a complementary approach to integrat-
ing YAL into secondary classrooms. I find such an ap-
proach gels nicely with my aim of asking teachers to
organize their instruction thematically or around big
questions (Smagorinsky, 2008; Stern, 1995).

My own work informed my decision to integrate
comics as the main texts, as I have found (as did
Lapp, Wolsey, Fisher, & Frey, 2011/2012) that many
educators aren’t using comics and may be unaware
of the medium’s potential, despite available scholar-
ship (Bakis, 2012; Bitz, 2009, 2010; Carter, 2007a,
2007b, 2012; Jacobs, 2007b; Monnin, 2009, 2013;
Seglem, Witte, & Beemer, 2012; Schwarz, 2002). By
asking students to read texts that qualified as YAL

and comics, I hoped to enhance their knowledge of
both. Through exploring the comics’ young characters
as exemplars of adolescent experiences in life and
especially in school, I hoped to tap into the power of
multiple-case sampling

in order to, as Miles and
Huberman (1994) suggest
it should, “add confidence”
to our findings as texts and
conversations multiplied.
As students moved across
our seven general themes
(see below), they were
able to note nuances, but
also to triangulate (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2008) similarities
between textbook case studies, various adolescents’
actual and fictional experiences, and scholars’ opin-
ions on facilitating successful schooling experiences
for young people.

The second edition of Michael Sadowksi’s edited
collection Adolescents at School (2010)' braided
together the strands and provided further critical fram-
ing and research. Sadowski often mentions Erikson’s
theories of adolescent development (1968), and so too
did our work in using young adult graphica to study
“aspects of identity that can have profound effects on
adolescents’ learning and school lives: race, ethnicity,
immigrant status, gender, sexual orientation, gender
identity and expression, social class, ability and dis-
ability, and spirituality” (p. 5). Indeed, beyond the ini-
tial frames provided by Donelson and Nilsen, the con-
cepts of developmental moratorium and foreclosure
(see Sadowski, p. 15) were among the first and most
common through which students viewed characters.
Both Sadowski and Donelson and Nilsen assert that
the guiding question of young adults and young adult
literature is “Who am I?” (Sadowski, p. 13). Donelson
and Nilsen add Patty Campbell’s line, “And what am I
going to do about it?” (p. 3).

Furthermore, while all texts are multimodal
(Kress in Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 187), I contend
that comics are more multimodal than most (Groen-
steen, 2007, 2013; Jacobs, 2007a, 2013; Wolfe &
Kleijwegt, 2012). I set a goal for these students to con-
sider expanded visions of adolescents, schooling, and
textuality to engage in what the New London Group
calls “transformative practice” when they return to
their classrooms. I wanted my students to be more

While all texts are multi-
modal, | contend that
comics are more multi-

modal than most.
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I set a goal for these

informed regarding what it means to be an adolescent
in contemporary American schooling; to note what
tensions teenagers experience as they navigate and
construct identities and differences and influence

and are influenced in social spheres; to acknowledge
comics’ ability to facilitate literary, interpersonal, and
intrapersonal connections
within the classroom; and
to consider how, as teach-
ers, they might open, cre-

students to consider ate, or facilitate spaces for

students once they apply

expanded visions of ado- j,i; new knowledge.

Group calls “transforma-

lescents, schooling, and
textuality to engage in

what the New London

To meet those objec-
tives, we studied chapters
from the Sadowski text,
along with other articles
from education scholars
and literary-based com-
ics scholars, as well as

tive Practice" when they roughly 25 graphic novels

return to their classrooms.
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through six overlapping,
reciprocal, and reflexive
“identity themes”: Youth
and the Middle East; Racial
Identity and Immigration; “Latinidad” and Chicano/a
Identity; Gender; Sexuality and Faith; and “Disability.”
Students furthered their individual interests by crafting
a 30-source bibliography and 20-page research paper
themed “Adolescence and [A Topic of Their Choos-
ing].” In addition, we each posted several weekly
entries devoted to our readings to a DelphiForum mes-
sage board. We shared thousands of words over 982
messages. The forum became a prime learning space
for us, and students were quick to relate that just as I
and our authors were asking them to consider opening
up spaces for adolescents who might not see them-
selves reflected or accepted in literature or in their
school settings, I had “practiced what I preached” by
creating a (multimodal) online space for open, frank
discussion and sharing.

The class was comprised of 26 students—7 males
and 19 females. The class was diverse, including
individuals who identified as Black, White, Hispanic,
Native American, and Asian American. Several identi-
fied as “mixed” at times, but as one race or ethnicity
at others. They also identified as either straight or gay.
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Twelve identified as having previous or current teach-
ing experience.

After initial introductions to the course, basic
“best of the best” tenets and themes of YAL, an
overview of the Sadowski text, and a crash course in
the scholarship on comics and literacy, students were
asked to share what made them excited and anxious.!
Many noted the course’s focus on graphic novels:

Adri: When I found out that the class was going
to cover graphic novels, I was excited. I spent many
years reading manga and comic books, and I knew
graphic novels could be useful in a classroom setting,
but I wasn’t too familiar with them. I'm hoping to see
and better understand the effect that graphic novels
can have on society, particularly our young ones, who
cringe at a book with thousands of words, but who
instantly become interested when there are pictures
involved.

Maria-Rebecca: The first day of class really helped
tie all sorts of loose ends that the syllabus had left.
[ am very interested in learning more about how
young adult literature in combination with adult
guidance can aid adolescents in developing an
identity. I was surprised to learn that the coming of
age theme was essential to young adult literature.
[ very much enjoy reading classic novels that treat
the bildungsroman theme and am fond of using
this type of reading as core or supplemental texts in
lesson planning. I am most interested in exploring
the graphic novel as a medium and learning how to
incorporate them into my future classroom.

Nadia: I am concerned about the number of graphic
novels that we have to read since I have never read
one before and I am not sure what to look for and
analyze in them. I believe once we start posting our
ideas and responding to each other, all my worries
will be put to rest.

Brenda: Like Nadia, I’'ve only read one graphic novel
(Maus [Spiegelman, 1986]), so I'm very excited
about reading the variety of novels we have for this
class. I like the idea of a Literature for Youth class
actually using the books that young adults read. I
am also looking forward to researching my topic
and learning something new.



Rebecca: I am extremely excited about working with

and reading all the graphic novels this semester
because they are a medium which I have not had
too much experience using as a teaching tool.

Ashleigh: I am most excited about the variety of

graphic novels we will be reading, particularly

the variety of races and experiences the texts will
expose to us to as readers. Experiencing a life dif-
ferent than your own through text is one of the best
qualities of literature, and I believe it is even more
enhanced in the graphic novel art form. Beyond

the reader-text experience, the novels will help me
to better understand the diverse populations of
students I will teach.

Joshua: I'm very interested in engaging in a new

literary medium. This is my first opportunity to
study the graphic novel in a classroom setting and
I’'m pretty excited to doing so. As an English and
American Literature undergraduate, [ spent my en-
tire college career reading novels from the “canon
of classic literature.” I have very little personal
experience in reading graphic novels, having only
read Maus and a graphic novel interpretation of
Moby Dick.

at times and so instead of just sitting there waiting during
these times, I wanted to do some reading. I got into the
book so much that I did not notice that I was supposed to
be singing. Next thing I know, the director stops everyone
and addresses me. “Ana,” she says, laughing, “it’s time to
sing; let’s put the cartoon book down, please!” Of course,
I felt extremely humiliated, but this also showed me how
just because my book had “pictures,” it suddenly became
a children’s or “cartoon” book in my choir director’s eyes.

Such responses ebbed from the message boards as stu-
dents read more graphic novels, suggesting the very
sensible possibility that if
more teachers read more
graphic novels, they might
be more willing to open

up space for them in their  for students to discuss
classrooms.

Our second identity anecdotes of interest
theme was “Racial Identity
& Immigration.” Given the
diversity of the participants peers or fam“y regarding
and the fact that the course
took place less than a Why “comic books” were
mile from the US/Mexican
border (border identity dy-
namics are often at play in graduate students, much
my students’ classes), it is
worthy of special attention. less teens.

A common rejoinder was

or even confusion from

appropriate space for

This data suggest that, early on, the class allowed sev-
eral students to consider the graphic novel as school-
worthy text for the first time. Especially, they appear
intrigued at the “novelty” of comics in the classroom.
A common rejoinder was for students to discuss
anecdotes of interest or even confusion from peers or
family regarding why “comic books” were appropriate
space for graduate students, much less teens. Consider

Brandon makes clear con-
nections between several

of the graphic novels, including Anya’s Ghost (Bros-
gol, 2011) and American Born Chinese (Yang, 2006),
in this unit and issues from the Sadowski:

Chapter three of the Sadowski book discusses some of the
major themes of immigrants in American schooling. . . . One

Ana’s commentary from our first identity unit, “Youth
and the Middle East”:

I have to say that I was very moved and impressed by Zah-
ra’s Paradise. Moved, because it truly was “heartbreaking”
as the review on the cover states, and impressed because of
the symbolism and amount of analyzing that is involved in
reading this graphic novel. There really is this sort of idea
that because graphic novels have pictures, they are not very
deep or should not be given that much value as literature,
and I would say that Zahra’s Paradise [Amir & Khalil,
2011] proves otherwise. I have to share this quick personal
incident that happened to me this weekend. I decided to
take the book to my choir practice for church because dur-
ing the practice our director focuses on other voice parts

of the major themes of the chapter is, “[[Jmmigrant children
face the unique challenges of learning a new culture and
negotiating different cultural contexts and expectations”
(Suarez-Orozco, Qin, & Amthor, 2010, p. 53). We see this
as a huge issue in both Anya’s Ghost and American Born
Chinese, where both Anya and Jin attempt to fit in, culturally
and socially, with your typical American high school stu-
dent: “A unique challenge faced by many immigrant youth
is the need to live in different, often conflicting worlds that
come with very different expectations. They are consistently
exposed to two sets of norms—those of the country of origin
and those of the receiving society” (p. 54).

Anya, Jin, and Danny all face this idea of conflicting
worlds throughout the graphic novels. Anya has put in
her time adjusting to the American way of life and still
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side the school influence

feels the separation of her American lifestyle from the
Russian lifestyle she lives with at home. She initially
denies friendship with Dima because of these ideals of
separation between her American and Russian charac-
teristics. Jin attempts to deny friendship with Wei-
Chen because of these same ideals related to the work
he has put into becoming American. Danny faces this
split in worlds as he battles
his feelings against his

As educators recognize cousin, Chin-Kee. Danny

is the “true” American

that students’ lives out- high school teenager, but

is constantly reminded
of his past by the annual

their social and academic haunting of his exuberant

engagement in the class-

room, teachers must find

a way to bridge the gap

ences with stereotypes.

cousin.

The Sadowski chap-
ter says, “For immigrant
youth, how they negoti-
ate different and often
conflicting expectations

between immigrant and plays an important role

in their adaptation and

native students €Xperi-  gevelopment, both during

adolescence and beyond,”
and this is seen through-
out both graphic novels as
each teenager attempts to create a personal identity
(Suarez-Orozco, Qin, & Amthor, 2010, p. 55). The
majority of the characters in these two graphic novels
seem to be partaking in what the authors calls “Re-
lational engagement,” which is “the extent to which
students feel connected to their teachers, peers, and
others at school” (p. 62). “Social relations provide a
variety of protective functions—a sense of belonging,
emotional support, tangible assistance and informa-
tion, guidance, role modeling, and positive feedback”
(p. 62). The relationships that each of the characters
build reflect what they are trying to create themselves
into. Jin wants to become American in order to date
Amelia; Anya wants to become American until she
realizes the horror that Emily reveals to her; Danny
wants to dismiss his Asian heritage because of the
way Chin-Kee represents himself. All of the characters
are interrelated, and most form some sort of relation-
ship in order to produce their own identity.

Lisa, one of our veteran teachers (a literacy spe-
cialist) who became a role model for many peers in
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the course, makes practical applications:

“There’s no place like home.” Yes, Dorothy, there is no place
like home, and for many of our students, home is another
place that is not in America. So, when immigrant students
find themselves at school, how can educators help them
transition from the school of their country to the school in
the place they now call home? In “Adolescents from Im-
migrant Families” [the third section of the Sadowski text],
relationships and adaptation in school are the focus of this
study as it examines how immigrant students navigate and
adapt to the social worlds of school and how their adaptation
may lead to diverse educational outcomes (Suarez-Orozco,
Qin, & Amthor, 2010, p. 52). As educators recognize that
students’ lives outside the school influence their social and
academic engagement in the classroom, teachers must find
a way to bridge the gap between immigrant and native
students’ experiences with stereotypes.

One way to close the gap is for teachers to provide oppor-
tunities for immigrant students to learn to adapt to cultural
changes while providing classroom situations in which na-
tive students learn about the different cultures and customs
that their new classmates bring from home. These ideas
call for graphic novels such as American Born Chinese and
The Arrival [Tan, 2006]—the first one because it speaks to
the stereotypes that many immigrant students face while
at school, and the second one because it depicts the plight
of the immigrant en route to a “better life.”

The exposure of all the experiences shared in the nar-
ratives of these graphic novels supports the profound
shifts that newcomer immigrant youth undergo as
they struggle with who they are and the changing cir-
cumstances they are negotiating in relationships with
their parents and peers (Suarez-Orozc, Qin, & Amthor,
2010, p. 63). Addressing stereotypes in this manner
would provide all students with an opportunity to ex-
perience an immigrant’s challenges, fears, and hopes
while fostering an environment of understanding and
acceptance in the classroom for all.

Therefore, as Lee reminds us in “Model Minorities
and Perpetual Foreigners”:

“[SIchools currently play an active role in perpetuating
stereotypes; they also contain the seeds of potential change.
Schools can make curricular changes that disrupt and chal-
lenge these stereotypes” (Lee, p. 82). The first step in this
challenge is the teacher’s willingness to be aware of her
students’ backgrounds and, thus, to make instructional
decisions that include multicultural literature that mirrors
the ethnic diversity in her classroom. Yes, there is no place
like home . . . welcome to room 222 where your home has
a place of honor. Please come in.

Bernie, another experienced educator, responds:



I love this line that you wrote in your post:

“The first step in this challenge is the teacher’s willingness
to be aware of her students’ backgrounds and, thus, to make
instructional decisions to include multicultural literature that
mirrors the ethnic diversity in her classroom. Yes, there is
no place like home . . . welcome to room 222 where your
home has a place of honor. Please come in.”

This line reminded me of a student I had about three years
ago. He was a Korean boy named Jae, but he insisted on
spelling it as Jay. I guess he wanted to Americanize his
name because he said Jae was too difficult for teachers
to remember how to spell. I never gave in to that spelling
of his name. I remember one time, I was asking about his
schooling back in Korea. I was curious as to how it was
different from American schooling. He explained to me how
students were studious and parents were very strict about
their children achieving success in school. But then he said
something like, “But that was in the past. I don’t want to
talk about it because it’s embarrassing.” I stopped him right
there and told him he should never be embarrassed about
where he came from. He was Korean and that was part of
him, his identity. I told him to be proud of everything that
led him to be what he was.

Jae had lived in Mexico before coming to El Paso, and he
was fluent in Spanish. He had also learned English while in
Mexico because he had attended an American school over
there. He was in my AP English I class and had the highest
grade, not because he was the smartest, but because he
was the hardest working student I had ever known. If he
didn’t understand something, he would ask 100 questions
until he did understand. He would come before and after
school and even during lunch to get help if he needed it.
This was not just with me, but with all his teachers. Even
though he came to M.H.S. three weeks late, he kept up with
the current work and made up the three weeks he missed
before the end of the quarter.

My point here is that even though I saw evidence of Jae try-
ing to “distance” himself “from the stigma of foreignness,”
he kept true to his upbringing in regards to education. He
was not about to let himself drop below a 98% in any class
(Lee, 2010, p. 78). But I hope it was also in part because
the teachers provided him with a safe environment, and his
“relational engagement” was pretty high, including at home
with his mother. Although his father was away on business
much of the time, his mother seemed to have a big role in his
life. She was his guiding force. He also had Korean friends
outside of school. Because Jae had an emotional support
network, he did live up to the model immigrant stereotype.

Jin of American Born Chinese seems the exact opposite of
Jae. It seems the “relational engagement” that Suarez-Oro-
zco, Qin, and Amthor (2010) write of was perhaps lacking
in Jin (p. 62). There is hardly any mention of his parents,
his teachers get his name wrong, his American peers make
fun of him, and he doesn’t care to associate with those

of his own country. He seems pretty isolated, and so the
“sense of belonging, emotional support, tangible assistance

and information, guidance, role modeling, and positive
feedback” are virtually lacking in his life (p. 62). Jin seeks

to fill this void with as much assimilation into American
culture as possible. He seeks

out emotional support from

Amelia, and the only way he . .

can get that, he thinks, isby  Provide literature on a
shedding his true identity.

wide range of subjects
Lisa and Bernie are

exploring connections to that adolescent students

classroom practice and . . .
realities that relate to could Identlfy with and

what they noticed in the [expand] upon this litera-
research and the “case
studies.” Sadowski and ture to discussion involv-
his contributors often offer
student biographies or situ- Ing the whole class.
ations as cases, too—yet
another example of how
my case approach matched well with Adolescents at
School.
As we moved through other identity units,
students repeatedly expressed one desired point of
action—the need for teachers to facilitate spaces for
adolescents to be themselves, regardless of or in some
cases specifically based on their gender, sexuality, im-
migrant status, etc. This type of transformative prac-
tice among teachers is a key objective of the Sadowski
text, but he worries that . . .

[s]tandardized tests, state curriculum frameworks, and
other accountability-based measures have dominated the
educational reform landscape for some time now, and these
reforms may well have a place in setting the baseline levels
of knowledge we want all students to demonstrate before
they graduate our schools. But they also carry with them
the risk of seeing each student not as a real person but as
a number, a percentile ranking along a distribution of test
scores, or a member of a group labeled “proficient,” “needs
improvement,” or “failing” (p. 8).

Josh articulates his interpretation of tensions between
policies and practice:

It is the teacher’s responsibility to allow students a tolerant
space to express themselves. A way to do that seemed to
be modeled nicely in class [Author’s note: I tried to move
students beyond spaces of “tolerance” to spaces of “accep-
tance”]: Provide literature on a wide range of subjects that
adolescent students could identify with and [expand] upon
this literature to discussion involving the whole class. This
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In such boiler room envi-

ronments, will teachers be

pre-Common Core class-

able to facilitate spaces

always present in the

does sometimes create tension, but growth comes out of
problematic situations.

The challenge then becomes how are teachers able to
do this in an environment that seems more focused on
standardized testing than on the individual student?
How can educators foster this open space where a
wide range of topics can
be covered when they
are challenged to prepare
“most” students to pass a
test?

Certainly NCLB,
the Common Core, and

that weren't necessarily the privatization move-

ment, often cloaked in

the rhetoric of academic
improvement for all chil-
dren, suggest a future for
adolescents where sense
of achievement will be
connected almost solely to
standardized testing, as may be their teachers’” and ad-
ministrators’ jobs. In such boiler room environments,
will teachers be able to facilitate spaces that weren’t
necessarily always present in the pre-Common Core
classroom, either? Many of my students were left with
an “If not me, who?” ethos regarding creating in-class
environments where all students felt represented, val-
ued and valid. But, as Miles Myers (1996) forewarned,
perhaps these spaces can’t exist in school except as
before- or after-school programs and clubs. I attest
that thematic instruction or inquiry units may be one
means of opening up dialogue with adolescents and
that YA graphic novels can help students build con-
nections between and among peers in ways that might
facilitate acceptance and understanding.

However, we know that despite the benefits of
thematic approaches, many teachers continue to
teach using traditional modes. We have evidence
that despite research on the benefits of YAL (Hazlet,
Johnson, & Hayne, 2009; Rybakova, Piotrowski, &
Harper, 2013) and graphic novels, teachers aren’t
incorporating such texts as much as they ought, nor
are they maximizing their potentials. And when David
Coleman, a major player in the construction of the
English Language Arts Common Core State Standards,
seems to support the notion that texts that build con-
nective tissue between students’ identities and lived

room, either?

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

experiences need to take a back seat to informational
texts and rhetorical writing because “[a]s you grow
up in this world you realize people really don’t give
a shit about what you feel or what you think,”? how
far can “If not us, who?” take an educator, especially
a beginning teacher, in meeting Sadowksi and his
contributors’ ultimate goal?: “If we want all students
to achieve—not just on tests but in the pursuits that
are important in their own lives—then trying to
understand as best we can who they are and where
they are coming from may be the best place to start”
(Sadowski, p. 8).

The Ecology of Claims

I cannot say with certainty that all of my students are
now more likely to integrate comics into their future
classrooms, nor can I offer hard evidence that they
will be successful at attempts to open up spaces for
acceptance for all manner of adolescents struggling
and striving to define themselves at crucial social and
intrapersonal moments in their lives. Further, I can’t
offer evidence that those not teaching thematically

or via guiding questions bought in to that approach.
What I can offer is that my students did learn from
the case approach in terms of making connections be-
tween academic scholarship, central characters from
the comics, and the educational researchers’ work.
Furthermore, and perhaps of greater consequence to
readers herein, many expressed a wish that they had
been exposed to the adolescent identity research much
earlier in their teacher education courses than the
graduate level:

Bernie: I was just wondering how you all felt as
teachers going into the classroom. Did you feel
your education classes had adequately prepared
you for dealing with adolescent issues in the class-
room? On p. 222, John Raible and Sonia Nieto (in
Sadowski, 2010) show how researcher Laurie Olsen
“found that the great majority of teachers did not
believe that they needed additional preparation to
serve the new diversity at the school. Most reported
that being ‘color blind’ was enough.” I wonder why
this is? Is there something wrong in the way teach-
ers are prepared, or should I say, unprepared, for
dealing with the realities of a classroom? . . . [N]ot
until my graduate classes was student identity ever
stressed as an important pedagogical step in the



classroom. When I applied lessons in my own class
that have students reflect on their identity, I saw
the need in their lives for such discussion in the
way they responded to the assignment, whether it
was in writing or in a classroom conversation.

Amy frames her comments in relation to the “Racial
Identity & Immigration” theme:

All that I’ve read this semester—about setting low expecta-
tions for immigrant students—makes it obvious that doing
that to any child cripples them educationally. I'm afraid that
even our undergraduate education programs do that at times
because I have felt the sting of knowing that my bachelors
degree did not fully prepare me to teach.

Other students speak more generally, but mention the
course as a possible motivator of transformed practice:

Cathy: Like Bernie, I felt that my preparation going
into teaching could have been better established
through the courses I enrolled in and partook. I
have a good understanding of what is required
from me, but working under a teacher as an intern
for 15 weeks is not the same as being the teacher.
My responsibility as an intern was to grade papers
and make copies. . . .

Maria-Rebecca: To be honest, I did not feel that my
education classes adequately prepared me for deal-
ing with adolescent issues . . . . Like Bernie, it was
not until my graduate classes that student identity
was stressed as an important pedagogical step in
the classroom.

Carissa: The classes that I have taken at the under-
graduate level did not at all prepare me for teach-
ing. In fact, I thought they helped me to realize
that I was not ready to be the kind of teacher that
I wanted, therefore I continued on with my educa-
tion and enrolled in graduate school. Although I
am only finishing up my first semester, I feel like I
have learned more in a semester than I did in four
years!

Emily: I would argue that the education classes which
[ took prior to my internship did not provide as
much preparedness as this graduate course has as
far as instilling an explicit awareness of the many

dimensions which students are navigating within.
The only teaching experience which I possess is
the four months I spent interning in a sophomore
English class during the spring of 2012. During this
period, I learned an extraordinary amount about
classroom management and student interactions
which could only have been learned by physi-
cally being in the classroom with 30 very unique
individuals, staring at

me six periods a day.

H L1 d ish that r i
owever, [ dowish that — ait shat I've read this
I could have known

more about identity and semester—about setting
its enormous effect on

adolescents because
I would have been
a better teacher. Of
course I was aware that
students were dealing
with personal problems
regarding sexuality,
disability, immigration,
and even suicide; how-
ever, it is only through
Adolescents at School that I have learned the scope
and magnitude of adolescent identity and ways to
incorporate it into the classroom curriculum.

One of the most long-lasting lessons which
I will take away from this text as a novice teacher
is the necessity to create welcoming, safe spaces
for dialogue where students can express them-
selves without fear of chastisement. These spaces
will lead to improved learning because students,
ideally, will be able to focus more on their stud-
ies than on their preoccupations. Secondly, I have
learned the power of being a teacher advocate. A
running theme through this text has been students
relaying horror and success stories of teachers’ ac-
tions within their education. As an educator, I need
to aggressively advocate for my students so that my
classroom becomes a safe space, absent of intoler-
ance and deficit perspective, so that my students
may engage and receive the best education pos-
sible.

low expectations for im-

migrant students—makes
it obvious that doing that
to any child cripples them

educationally.

While many Young Adult Literature courses serve fu-
ture ELA teachers, there is debate about whether they
are best taught as literature courses or as methods
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courses, or as hybrids. Friedrich and others may sug-
gest that a multi-lensed approach best serves the field
and teacher education students. Furthermore, CCSS
may necessitate such hybrids. (Scholarly articles are
high-level nonfiction texts in and of themselves, after
all, suggesting that YAL courses can keep the salient
texts and address new foci on other text forms.)

Conclusion: YAL as Essential, Ecological
Sweet Tooth(?)

My ENGL 5340 students suggest studying YAL
alongside research about adolescence and school-

ing, braided with talk of methods, and facilitated by
understandings of adolescent identity and needed
school ecologies. Through the texts and cases studied,
students in the course saw the importance of teaching
beyond tests and standards, be they Common Core
State Standards, Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills,
or State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readi-
ness. They glimpsed the great need for teachers to
understand not just YAL, but adolescents and how to
use YA literature to facilitate enriching learning situ-
ations with teens that consider the self—the multiple
selves, even—with informed, accepting teachers who
do indeed give a shit what they think and feel and
experience. My students gained a glimmer of cogni-
zance that for preteens and teens, that is at the core
of education; it is where we must seek transformative
practice for preservice teachers, practicing educators,
and their students. That we may have precognitively
addressed growing concerns about the space, place,
and landscape of YAL courses and curricula at the un-
dergraduate and graduate levels and thereby offered
possible solutions to our colleagues as they navigate
new pressures and mandates? Well, that’s just cake.

Notes

1. To see a table of contents to help with references to specific
chapters and contributors herein, visit http://www.lib.muohio
.edu/multifacet/record/mu3ugb3971413.

2. To hear these words and get a feel of their context, visit
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v = Pu6lin88YXU.

Dr. Carter is a visiting assistant professor of English Edu-
cation at Washington State University, Pullman. He stud-
ies YA Lit, multimodality, and comics-and-literacy con-
nections and has published books, articles, and chapters
on that topic. Currently, his interests include facilitating
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interdisciplinary conversation among academics study-
ing graphica from disparate angles, comics and culturally
relevant pedagogy, and representations of the American
Southwest and Borderland in comics and graphic novels.
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Ruth Caillouet and Amy Davis Sanford

Facing Our Dragons:

Wrestling with the Canon, Censorship, and Common Core through YA Literature

hen Edmund Spenser’s Redcrosse Knight
W faces the fiery heat of his evil foe, Errour,

in The Faerie Queene, the dragon spews
more than fire and poisonous black smoke. Errour
vomits up stinking lumps of flesh, eyeless frogs, and,
most important, books and papers. While Spenser was
making his pronouncement against Roman Catholic
propaganda being issued to malign Queen Elizabeth,
he was also announcing his opinion about what
should or should not be read. Over 400 years later, we
are still struggling with that same question. Like the
knight’s struggles with his dragon and her evil vomit,
English teachers have been wrestling with the canon
for decades. What to teach and when to teach it have
been subjects of debate in teachers’ lounges and aca-
demic conferences for years. Now that question has
been complicated by the addition of the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS; National Governors Associa-
tion Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State
School Officers, 2010), with its emphasis on infor-
mational texts, so teachers continue the impossible
balancing act of choosing between classics, young
adult fiction, and informational texts. And those same
teachers, in a fast-paced world of texting, tweeting,
and Foursquare, must find a way to reach reluctant
learners—to catch the spark that creates lifelong readers.

The challenges facing this generation of English

teachers grow each day as standards-based curricula,
high-stakes testing, and racing to the top become part
of every school’s initiatives. Now, more than ever,
English teachers must challenge students with quality
literature and exciting lessons while also addressing

The ALAN Review  Summer 2014

the new Standards of Common Core and maneuvering
through political agendas and external demands. But
they must also choose literature that is worth a fight,
as politicians and other censors—including teachers
and students themselves—weigh in on the classroom
materials debate. Today’s English teachers may not
have to wade through poisonous vomit to complete
their quests, but they do often need shields and armor
to protect themselves from the endless attacks on
quality literary texts. Like the Redcrosse Knight, they
must choose their weapons carefully, and like the
fierce warrior, they may discover that fire can moti-
vate heroism.

That Time of Year—Textbook Selections

Every fall, as the leaves turn to gold and begin their
swirling dance and the pumpkin patches and apple
orchards lure us astray with the first hint of cool, we
begin our annual struggle—textbook selections. We
wrestle with the choices of texts like the Redcrosse
Knight wrestled with his dragon. Only our task is
much more pleasant, with fewer eyeless frogs and
lumps of flesh; our task is choosing books for our
young adult literature classes. Although we (Amy
and Ruth) teach similar courses at the same univer-
sity, we come to this task from two very different
perspectives—Amy with her language and literacy
degree, attention to big-picture policy issues, and a
dissertation on Common Core; Ruth with her three
English degrees, love for literature (maybe more than
literacy), and a dissertation on Toni Morrison. But we



both truly love teaching our courses in YA literature,
which is required for all of our English and language
arts education majors, the next generation of English
teachers. We just have trouble choosing books—not
because we are unable to find quality texts, but be-
cause we find too many. And that struggle gets more
complicated each year as we feel the need to incorpo-
rate texts, both fictional and informational, that are
relevant not only to the Common Core but also to our
students’ lives.

The list of exemplar texts in Common Core was
not intended to be used as a reading list, and the
document clearly states that the lists “do not repre-
sent a partial or complete list” (National Governors
Association for Best Practices & Council of Chief State
School Officers, Appendix B, p. 2). Unfortunately,
many school administrators have interpreted these
exemplars as the definitive works for each grade level.
So, perhaps with no intention to do so, the writers of
Common Core have created a censored list. Teachers
will need to study the document carefully and pres-
ent an explanation of the lists to administrators, along
with convincing arguments for the inclusion of other
texts in the English/Language Arts (ELA) classroom.
What is interesting to note about the exemplar texts
is what has been left out of the list. Very few current-
day authors are included, and there are even fewer
young adult books. In addition, the secondary ELA
lists include very few literary nonfiction texts, rarely
any biographies or essay collections, and certainly no
young adult LGBTQ books.

Our quest in this article, as it is in our young
adult literature classes, is to take English teachers
on our adventure—to explore the choices but also
the reasons behind such decisions. How do we as
English teachers find just the right tender to get the
fire to catch—even for the cold of heart? We want to
examine how to determine which books are “school
worthy” while also contemplating some definitions
of informational texts and standards for measuring
worthwhile young adult literature. We also want to
study the role of censorship, both internal and exter-
nal, in the selection process, as we believe that attacks
on quality young adult literature influence the choices
of texts and, in turn, our classroom communities. As
lovers of literature, we believe in the power of books
to transform lives, we believe that our students need

to take ownership of their reading and their education,
but we also believe that some of that classroom “own-
ership” can be taken away from an English teacher if
he or she is not diligent on the journey.

From Amy—Young Adult Text as
Indulgence

I wonder if Miles Halter would thrive in a Common
Core English language arts (ELA) classroom. Miles,
the protagonist of John Green’s Looking for Alaska
(2005), is a reader of nonfiction; more specifically,
he is a reader of biographies. Not seeking historical
background knowledge to
support other readings or
satisfy his curiosity about
beloved writers, Miles has
only a quirky, personal
reason for reading—find-
ing famous people’s last
words. He declares that
“it was an indulgence,
learning last words. Other
people had chocolate; I
had dying declarations”
(p. 11). Miles, then, views
his reading of biographies for his own purpose to be
outside what is approved of as worthwhile reading.
Miles’s perception of his reading habits as outside the
norm is not unusual, as Lesesne (2013) noted when
she wrote about her student who felt that “the read-
ing he did was not the same type of reading he saw

in most of his ELA classes” (p. 66). What counts as
worthy texts and purposes for reading in ELA classes
continues to be contentious and challenged, particu-
larly in secondary ELA, in part because of narrow
purposes for literacy as defined by the Common Core
State Standards and their perpetuation of the notion
that older texts are more worthwhile.

The Common Core is clear in its purpose: to
ensure college and career readiness in ELA by creating
independent readers of complex text. Each of these
goals is reasonable and worthwhile. The potential
danger, however, is that we self-censor other pur-
poses for reading beyond only future-oriented goals
of readiness, and we ignore students like Miles Harter
where they are and who they are now with their own
purposes for choosing and using texts. Pondering the

The potential danger,
however, is that we self-
censor other purposes
for reading beyond only
future-oriented goals of

readiness.
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usefulness of canonical texts in contemporary class-
rooms, Wilhelm (2013) said, “If we are honest with
ourselves as readers, we read for a wide variety of in-
strumental reasons, but also for varied and profoundly
personal and ultimately delicious purposes tied up
with pleasure. Pleasure, as we’ve found in our current
study, is the central call of reading” (p. 57). Miles

Miles Harter exemplifies

the pleasure that can

be found in reading for

“ultimately delicious

purposes.” . .. Would

Miles Harter be happy in

a Common Core second-
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ary ELA class?

Harter exemplifies the
pleasure that can be found
in reading for “ultimately
delicious purposes” as
he mines biographies for
not-so-famous last words.
Would Miles Harter be
happy in a Common Core
secondary ELA class? One
might assume that because
of the Common Core’s
emphasis on informational
texts, he might be, but we
suspect that he would still
see reading for his own
purposes as an indulgence.
Teaching an under-

graduate YA literature class that includes middle and
secondary ELA education candidates, English majors,
and others who took the class as an elective, I decided
to indulge my students’ and my own varied purposes
for reading as we explored YA nonfiction. Because of
their limited experiences with nonfiction texts in ELA
classrooms, many students equate nonfiction with
textbooks and maybe newspaper articles, journal arti-
cles, and historical essays. One of the Common Core’s
strengths is that it does not minimize the importance
of nonfiction in students’ lives and offers a broad,
albeit sometimes confusing, definition of informational
nonfiction, which includes “biographies and autobiog-
raphies; books about history, social studies, science,
and the arts; technical texts, including directions,
forms, and information displayed in graphs, charts, or
maps; and digital sources on a range of topics” (Na-
tional Governors Association Center for Best Practices
& Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010, p. 31).
One of my goals for my YA literature students and me
was to expand what counts as informational nonfic-
tion as we pursued our own interests and explored
what YA nonfiction looks like and where it can be
found. I pointed students to the Young Adult Library
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Services Association’s (YALSA) award winners for

YA nonfiction and instructed them to choose a text to
read (American Library Association, 2011). We chose
texts based on personal interest in a topic, curiosity
about how an author might approach a given topic for
an adolescent audience, or a thematic connection to
YA fiction we had already read.

One of my students chose Stone’s The Good, the
Bad, and the Barbie: A Doll’s History and Her Impact
on Us (2010) and loved it because it fed her interests
in both Barbie and women’s issues. Another student
chose Levinson’s We’ve Got a Job: The 1963 Bir-
mingham Children’s March (2012). We had just read
Curtis’s The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963 (1995),
which this student knew she wanted to use someday
in her own classroom, so she chose Levinson’s book
because of her renewed interest in the Birmingham
bombing and because she had never heard of the
children’s march. When she shared the book with the
class, they seemed as fascinated as she was.

While choosing a YA nonfiction text to read
while my students were reading their own selections,
I found YALSA’s 2011 winner for nonfiction, Angel’s
Rise Up Singing (2010), the biography of Janis Joplin.
I was happy and surprised to find this text for several
reasons. I am a lifelong fan of Janis Joplin’s music
and have always been intrigued by her life and death.
However, I only listen to her music occasionally. I
listen for really specific purposes—to simmer in a
soulful tune or sing along in the car when I need to re-
lease my own energy or absorb Janis’s. I even have a
decade-old poster of Janis Joplin in my office that still
lies propped up against my filing cabinet because it
does not seem to fit what has traditionally counted as
proper English professor office décor. In short, Janis
Joplin’s music is one of my indulgences. Not surpris-
ingly, then, reading Rise Up Singing for school and
sharing it with my students certainly felt indulgent. I
think my students felt the same as they put down their
textbooks and engaged with nonfiction texts they used
to satisfy their own curiosity and purposes.

Do contemporary YA nonfiction texts answer
the Common Core’s call for complex texts? Rise
Up Singing meets the Common Core’s quantitative
measure for complexity with a Lexile score of 1170,
but the complexity of the text involves more than just
the length of its sentences and the author’s choice
of words. Because of its well-crafted telling of the



complicated life of Janis Joplin, a book like Rise Up
Singing, with its themes of acceptance and rejection,
freedom and addiction, triumph and tragedy, has the
potential to turn someone on to reading for a lifetime
and even change a person’s life. Surely only a text of
great complexity has that power.

We do not necessarily advocate that teachers
make a book like Rise Up Singing a required text
within their classrooms. With Janis’s see-through
blouse on the cover, the nude photo of her band in
her bed on page 52, and the forthrightness with which
Angel talks about Janis’s promiscuity, drug use, and
abortion, the book would almost certainly elicit chal-
lenges from parents and administrators alike. We do,
however, think that teachers could broaden students’
notions of what counts as reading and worthwhile
texts by making YA fiction and nonfiction available
to students in their school and classroom libraries. In
the classroom, students could read YA nonfiction and
related texts collaboratively in literature circles, share
them with their classmates via book talks, or simply
read them independently as they make connections
with other texts and their own lives. Ultimately, our
hope is that teachers will work to expand what counts
as worthwhile texts and what counts as informational
texts so that students will not see YA literature, be it
fiction or nonfiction, and their reasons for reading it
as merely indulgent.

The Common Core perpetuates on a national
scale, intentionally or not, the notion that newer texts,
be they fiction or nonfiction, are less worthwhile
than older texts for school reading. Interestingly, the
range of publication dates for ELA informational texts
for grades 9-10 within the Common Core’s list of
exemplar texts is almost 200 years greater than the
range for history/social studies informational texts.
Within the ELA standards themselves, the only texts
listed as examples of grades 9-10 informational texts
include “Washington’s Farewell Address, the Get-
tysburg Address, Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms Speech,
King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (CCSS, Reading
for Informational Text 6-12, Standard 9, p. 40). The
texts listed as ELA informational text examples for
grades 11-12 also include only historical and legal
documents. Likewise, very few contemporary authors
and young adult works of fiction are included in
the exemplar texts for secondary ELA. For example,

although the Common Core includes a story published
in 2005 as an exemplar for grades 9-10, the median
publication date for the 16 stories for that grade band
is 1946. The median publication dates for drama and
poetry are 1911 and 1896, respectively. In 