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From the Editors

Lori Goodson & Jim BlasingameSteven Bickmore, Jacqueline Bach, & Melanie Hundley

Note from former ALAN President  
Alleen Nilsen

Hugh Agee, who passed away this March, was ALAN 
president in 1980–81. At the time, The ALAN Review 
was being edited by Guy Ellis who, along with Hugh, 
was on the faculty at the University of Georgia. This 
“Georgia connection” was a big step for ALAN. Bob 
Small was the organization’s secretary, and the Board 
of Directors during Hugh’s term consisted of Dick 
Abrahamson, Marily McCaffrey, Anne Web, Mike 
Angelotti, Dwight Burton, Jackie Cronin, Tom Gage, 
Don Gallo, and Geraldine LaRocque. Ken Donelson 
was the immediate Past President and I was the “past-
Past President.” Hugh was highly respected, both as 
a scholar and an administrator, and he served with a 
kind of elegance and grace that did much to transform 
ALAN from a relatively small group of YA fans into a 
nationally respected professional organization. Those 
of us who knew and worked with Hugh are grateful 
to have had the experience, and we send our condo-
lences to his family and colleagues. 

About This Issue

It seems to me (Jackie) as if everyone I know is 
reading young adult fiction these days, whether they 
call it by this name or not. I say this because of the 
large number of emails I get from current and former 
students and colleagues whenever they come across 
something regarding young adult literature that I 
might find interesting. For example, a colleague in 
another department recently sent me Bitch Maga-

zine’s list of the top 100 young adult novels (Wallace, 
2010) featuring “kick ass teens and feminist themes.” 
Minutes later, she sent me a response to that list from 
Fiction Writers Review blogger Charlotte Boulay, who 
outlined the attention Bitch Magazine has received af-
ter it dropped five novels from the list (replacing them 
with other titles) because some readers considered 
them unsuitable. Topping the “appropriate” list were 
Estrella’s Quinceañera by Malin Alegria, How the Gar-
cia Girls Lost Their Accents by Julia Alvarez, Choir Boy 
by Charlie Anders, and Speak and Wintergirls, both by 
Laurie Halse Anderson. One of the five dropped was 
Elizabeth Scott’s Living Dead Girl—a novel that coedi-
tor Melanie cautioned me was going to be disturbing 
but to read anyway. As an apology, Bitch Magazine 
is going to host a virtual book club on all 100 novels 
plus the five they removed and let participants vote on 
the list. 

I think that it is this aspect, the edgier side of 
these texts, that scare many of our preservice and 
practicing teachers from teaching books like Kathe 
Koja’s Bhudda Boy (which I was recently told by an 
eighth-grade teacher has the word “fuck” in it three 
times, though that wasn’t enough to deter her from 
teaching it). However, to me, these aspects are part 
of what makes this genre so important and cutting 
edge and responsible for creating (forgive me for using 
jargon here) lifelong readers. For many years, others 
in our field have pointed to the power of these texts 
for not softening the lived experiences of youth, for 
authors’ courage to represent the harsh realities of ad-
olescence (and, of course, the wonderful moments as 
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well). I’ll be interested in reading the reading group’s 
responses to those novels pulled from the list. 

The idea for this issue stems from my own work 
and the work I observed some graduate students 
conducting in their own environments. Bruce Parker, 
Chaunda Allen, and Cerise Edwards, all who work in 
multicultural affairs at my university, created a young 
adult book club (funded by a Gallo Grant) with their 
colleagues. The books they chose to read each fea-
tured protagonists who tackled issues their students 
faced all the time, such as homophobia, discrimina-
tion, and addictions. They are still sifting through 
the transcribed sessions, questionnaires, and written 
reflections, but their findings support what many of us 
suspect—young adult literature does not belong just in 
the classroom. 

The pieces in this issue consider how young adult 
literature develops communities of readers outside 
of the classroom. In the first article, Allison L. Baer 
describes a four-year reading group she facilitates with 
incarcerated youth; she highlights their engagements 
not only with powerful texts but also with several of 
the authors who wrote them. 

Several articles in this issue address the ques-
tion, “How has cyberspace influenced the way you 
discuss young adult literature?” They reveal that our 
field continues to explore the possibilities for holding 
conversations about young adult literature in virtual 
spaces. Rosemary Hathaway and Kim Richard both 
demonstrate how those online discussions blossom 
into multimodal engagements that provide opportuni-
ties for students to share their thoughts about young 
adult literature in intimate ways. 

Susan L. Groenke, Theresa Venable, Stepha-
nie Hill, and Ann Bennett’s article as well as Gary 
Salvner’s piece explore the question, “In what way 
or ways does young adult literature become part 
of a young adult’s life outside of school?” The first 
of these two examines a summer reading program 
whose purpose is to reach out and encourage young 
adults to develop a love of learning. Those involved 
with the program chose books they think will speak 
to these students, who are mainly African American, 
and the issues they face in their lives. Gary Salvner 
describes the Youngstown English Festival, which has 
been in existence since 1978 and has a rich tradition 
of bringing young adult authors and their works to 

college, high school, and middle school students. Both 
programs highlight ways to expose students to high-
quality young adult literature that will hook them into 
lifelong reading. 

The three pieces written by Vandana Saxena, 
Sarah Barber and Hayley Esther, and Deanna Garza 
each explore how magical realism texts represent 
cross-racial encounters, and what role allusions play 
in reworked versions of Shakespeare and Harry Potter. 
Each piece offers ways to incorporate these texts into 
traditional curricula that consist of mainly canonical 
texts and examines the possibilities for students to 
think about their own identities in doing so. 

Jeffrey Kaplan and Joan Kaywell, both long-time 
members of ALAN, report on the current status in 
our field. In a valuable compilation of scholarship on 
young adult literature, Kaplan highlights the research 
studies published in the last year and reports on his 
findings. Kaywell keeps alive Hipple’s tradition of 
researching the top young adult novels in the past 
decade through an extensive survey to which I hope 
all of you were able to contribute. 

For those of you unable to attend the 2010 ALAN 
Conference in Orlando, we include in this issue 
Darren Shan’s address. In this piece, he once again 
demonstrates the incredible thought and craft that 
goes into the writing of these books; his latest, The 
Thin Executioner (which deals with important issues 
of religion, politics, and community), is no exception. 

This issue’s Stories from the Field include two 
moving examples of how these novels touch young 
adults in ways we might not anticipate—much like the 
story Shan shares with us. 

Finally, we would like to extend a warm thanks to 
Gary Salvner for his service and leadership to ALAN 
as our Executive Secretary and an equally warm 
welcome to Teri Lesesne, who is our new Executive 
Secretary. 

References
Boulay, C. (2011, Feb 2). Don’t just bitch, join the conversation. 

Fiction Writers Review. Retrieved from http://fictionwriters
review.com/blog/bitchin-good-list.

Wallace, K. (Web ed.). (2010). 100 young adult books for 
the feminist reader. Bitch Media. Retrieved from http://
bitchmagazine.org/100-young-adult-books-for-the-feminist-
reader. 
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ALAN Foundation Research Grants

Members of ALAN may apply to the ALAN Foundation for funding (up to $1,500) for research in young 
adult literature. Proposals are reviewed by the five most recent presidents of ALAN. Awards are made an-
nually in the fall and are announced at the ALAN breakfast during the NCTE convention in November. The 
application deadline each year is September 15th.

Call for Manuscripts

Submitting a Manuscript:
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 2012 Theme: Exploring Identity and Identities in Young Adult Literature 
James Baldwin argues that all “roles are dangerous” and that the “world tends to trap you in the role 
you play.” Too often, teens feel trapped by the role they think they must play. The theme of this issue 
asks us to consider the influences and intersections of race, class, gender, culture, and sexual identity 
in young adult literature. What roles do adolescents feel trapped in or empowered by? How are issues 
of race, class, gender, culture, and sexual identity explored or challenged in YAL? Who is silenced or 
marginalized by an aspect of their identity? Which novels help students explore or try on different 
identities? This theme is meant to be open to interpretation, and we welcome manuscripts address-
ing pedagogy as well as theoretical concerns. General submissions are also welcome. Submission 
deadline: November 1, 2011.

Fall 2012 Theme: Poetry and Young Adult Literature
Billy Collins says that he wants to “walk inside the poem’s room.” Marianne Moore wants “imaginary 
gardens with real toads in them.” Poetry in all its varied forms is used in a myriad of ways in young 
adult literature. Some authors (Karen Hesse, Ellen Hopkins, Virginia Euwer Wolff, Mel Glenn) create 
novels in verse, while other authors (Jacqueline Woodson, Nikki Grimes, Sharon Flake) weave poetry 
into their prose.  Still others write collections of poems for adolescents (Gary Soto, Rita Dove, Paul 
Janeczko). Adolescent readers can take many, many paths to poetry in YAL. The theme for this issue 
invites us to consider the ways in which we can walk inside a poem’s room or find that imaginary 
garden with adolescents. What is it about poetry that grabs adolescent readers? Many young adult 
authors are experimenting with the ways in which they use poetry to tell their stories; how does this 
help adolescent readers and writers? How does the way in which authors use poetry to tell complex 
narratives push adolescents to be stronger readers? This theme is meant to be open to interpretation, 
and we welcome manuscripts addressing pedagogy as well as theoretical concerns. General 
submissions are also welcome. Submission Deadline: March 1, 2012.

Stories from the Field
Editors’ Note: Stories from the Field invites readers to share a story about young adult literature. 
This section features brief vignettes (approximately 300 words) from practicing teachers and 
librarians who would like to share their interactions with students, parents, colleagues, and 
administrators around young adult literature. Please send your stories to: jbach@lsu.edu.
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Diversions: 
Finding Space to Talk about Young Adult Literature in a Juvenile Home

Allison L. Baer

personal interest to them. It is our ethical and moral 
responsibility to introduce them to this literature.

The Giddings County Juvenile Home and 
Diversions–Partners in Reading

The Giddings County Juvenile Home (GCJH or Juvie 
Home), is a secure detention center for youth ages 
11 through 17.  Located in a small midwestern city, 
it was first built in 1936; more recently, the people of 
the county appropriated monies for a new facility that 
opened in the summer of 2009. The new building has 
four pods of 15 beds each, totaling 60 beds for youth 
in secure detention. According to their website, the 
GCJH has some core beliefs that drive their program-
ming:

•	 We	believe	a	Juvenile	Home	with	comprehensive	
services is an asset to our community.

•	 We	believe	Secure	Detention	should	be	a	safe,	
secure learning environment that promotes growth, 
choice, and alternatives.

•	 We	believe	youth	should	engage	in	a	balanced	ap-
proach to repairing the harm they have done in the 
community.

•	 We	believe	youth	have	the	capacity	to	change.	
(Kalamazoo County Government, 2009a, ¶ 5)

The idea of the “rotating door” of the Juvie Home 
is based on the fact that many young people find 
themselves coming back all too frequently because of 
parole infractions or repeated offenses. 

The	Juvenile	Home	School	is	run	by	the	local	
Regional	Educational	Service	Agency	and	has	two	 

Every week for the past four years, I have walked 
into the building, pushed the buzzer, and 
waited.	Sometimes	I	waited	less	than	a	minute.	

Sometimes	more.	Waiting	patiently,	book	in	hand,	
I was eventually admitted. Once inside, I signed in, 
walked to the next door, pushed the buzzer, and wait-
ed again. After eight buzzers, eight waits, and eight 
doors, I was greeted by young faces, sometimes eager, 
sometimes	annoyed,	but	all	waiting.	We	pushed	tables	
together,	sat	down,	and	I	asked,	“So,	what	have	you	
read this last week?” Thus began the weekly discus-
sion	group,	Diversions,	held	with	the	incarcerated	
youth at the Giddings County Juvenile Home (all 
names are pseudonyms).

The purpose of this article is to describe this 
program as it has been implemented over the last four 
years and to provide a rationale for reading books 
that are culturally relevant to urban youth. Many kids 
have gone through the sometimes “rotating door” of 
the Juvie Home, and some of them have read count-
less	books	and	talked	about	them	in	Diversions.	While	
these young people have made some terrible mistakes 
that have landed them in a detention center, they 
are more than capable of having intelligent, mean-
ingful conversations about books, especially when 
those books connect with their prior knowledge and 
current lives. In addition, I am not alone (see Garth-
McCullough, 2008; Janks, 2010; Tatum, 2005, 2009; 
Smith	&	Wilhelm,	2002)	in	thinking	that	there	are	far	
too many adolescents—incarcerated, not incarcer-
ated, or perhaps not yet incarcerated—sitting in our 
classrooms waiting for something to read that is of 
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centers—the	Youth	Center	School,	designed	for	in-
carcerated youth, and the Intensive Learning Center 
(ILC), for youth who live in the community but are or-
dered by the court to attend school at the Juvie Home 
(Kalamazoo County Government, 2009b). Because of 
the core beliefs, every student in the detention center 
attends school on a daily basis, whether he or she is 
there one day or four months. Classes cover all core 
content,	are	small,	and	are	taught	by	certified	Special	
Education teachers who strive to build relationships 
with their students. In addition to the schools, the Ju-
vie Home has many programs for residents supported 
by	local	people,	one	of	which	is	Diversions.

Diversions	was	created	as	a	result	of	a	bar	mitz-
vah project designed to give books to teens faced with 
a serious or long-term illness. Over time, this project 
expanded to include residents in the Juvie Home, 
involving them in weekly discussions about a book 
they all read in common. The program has been sup-
ported	by	Teen	Services	at	the	local	public	library,	a	
local hospital, and a community foundation. Multiple 
copies of books are bought through grants provided 
by the Juvenile Home Foundation or other outside 
funding sources and are given to the students to read. 
All books must be in paperback, as hardback books 
are not allowed on the units; they can and have been 
used as weapons. 

During	the	past	four	years,	the	gender	make-up	of	
the group has changed. At first, the group was a mix 
of boys and girls, which made for some often intense 
interactions, as they are rarely together at the Juvie 
Home. There was usually some typical boy/girl pos-
turing as they checked each other out, but, depending 
on the personalities of the group members, the girls 
would also often challenge the boys’ thinking about 
a book, which occasionally led to some electrifying 
exchanges.	More	recently,	Diversions	has	evolved	to	
be for girls only, so some of the tension is eliminated. 
Unfortunately, because of a lack of book discussion 
leaders, there was not a book group for the boys. This 
arrangement also seems to allow the girls to speak 
more freely. In fact, Toni told me that she thinks “it’s 
a good idea to discuss books because we can express 
our feelings about the book. You have conversations 
about what you think.” 

The nature of the “rotating door” at the Juvie 
Home does present some challenges, and flexibility 
is key. Teens who attend one week may be gone the 

next, only to be replaced by new members with differ-
ent personalities and needs.  Last week’s group might 
have seven out of eight new faces this week. A plan to 
read half a book during the week may fall apart when 
circumstances result in five students not having read 
the book, two having read part of it, and one having 
finished	it.		Discussion	leaders	in	this	program	learn	to	
adapt, revise, and persevere. 

Over the years, paperback books have been either 
donated or bought so that each pod has a rolling 
library shelf of fiction and nonfiction books for free 
reading. It is a testament to the teens’ strong desire 
to read that new titles need to be added constantly to 
keep them current and interesting. Our weekly discus-
sions	usually	began	with	the	question,	“What	have	
you read this week?” Answers came freely and en-
thusiastically as they shared what they had read from 
the books available within 
each pod. Once everyone 
had a chance to talk about 
her personal reading, the 
attention inevitably turned 
to	the	Diversions	text.	Book	
discussions usually lasted 
around an hour and could 
be lively and spirited or 
subdued and quiet. As with 
any group of readers, much 
of that depended on the 
book read. For this con-
stantly changing group of 
readers, other contributing 
factors could include a new 
group member who was 
afraid of being in the Juvie Home and was thus un-
willing to share, the emotional turmoil of learning that 
someone was going to jail, or personal issues, such as 
abandonment, anger, or some other emotional state, 
all of which could result in a lot of off-topic, almost 
therapeutic, talk. But Chrystal understood the im-
portance of these weekly discussions when she said, 
“This helps you understand it better ’cause maybe 
somebody can explain it to you. They have another 
point of view or can explain it.”

The one constant was the idea of making con-
nections. Very simply, we hoped to help these young 
readers make the same mental connections that are 
a vital part of any reader’s active reading—the kind 

Very simply, we hoped to 

help these young readers 

make the same mental 

connections that are a 

vital part of any reader’s 

active reading—the kind of 

reading we hope for and 

teach in our classrooms.
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of reading we hope for and teach in our classrooms 
(Keene	&	Zimmerman,	2007).	Of	course,	they	have	
to meet us halfway—they either had strong connec-
tions to the book or they didn’t. The importance of 
making connections was apparent to Kyana when 
she	explained,	“I	can	relate	to	the	books.	Sometimes	
something in their lives is like yours.” Tamara said 
that a book could “relate to how my life is right now.” 

If that connection was 
particularly strong, the 
conversation tended to be 
vigorous and could be, at 
times, downright intense. 
An example of this is when 
we were reading Rooftop 
(Volponi, 2007), and they 
were discussing the “blue 
wall of silence” associ-
ated with the police in the 
book. They were arguing 

loudly with each other about what that phrase meant, 
and they cited their own experiences with local police. 
The supervisor of the Juvie Home happened to walk 
past just then and, looking concerned, turned to say 
something to the kids when I told him that they were 
actually not angry at each other but were involved in 
a heated discussion about the book. 

Sometimes	they	learned	something	important	
from	the	books.	When	reading	Right behind You 
(Giles, 2007), one of the girls remarked, “I wondered 
about if you did kill someone, what would your life be 
like after that? This book told what really happened. 
It’s not all happily ever after.” This is the kind of life 
lesson that, unfortunately, can become all too real to 
these young people. Learning it through the safety of 
someone else’s fictionalized story is obviously prefer-
able. 

Isn’t this what we hope for our students—to make 
strong personal connections with literature that lead to 
real discussion? To read something that makes them 
think	deeply	about	life	decisions?	Such	is	the	vibrant,	
passionate,	and	ever-changing	nature	of	Diversions.	

The Importance of What Book We Read

It has become common knowledge that, in order to 
comprehend a text, one of the many things good read-
ers do is to make active connections to what they are 

reading	(Beers,	2003;	Burke,	2001;	Keene	&	Zimmer-
man,	2007).	In	particular,	as	Keene	and	Zimmerman	
(2007) explained, readers make text-to-self, text-to 
world, and text-to-text connections that make reading 
far	more	personal,	enjoyable,	and	relevant.	When	dis-
cussing the aesthetic stance—reading that is centered 
on a lived experience—Rosenblatt (1978) noted that 
the reader may make strong connections “identifying 
with one character, seeing glimpses of a relative in 
another, impersonally sitting in judgment on a third” 
(p. 67). Those connections are made to that which the 
reader already knows, demonstrating that activating 
or accessing prior knowledge is also vital to active, 
meaningful	reading	(Smith,	1978;	Wilhelm,	2008;	
Weaver,	2002).

Building on these two important components of 
reading, Garth-McCullough (2008) researched the 
importance of culturally bound prior knowledge on 
reading comprehension. Culturally bound prior knowl-
edge is defined as “items that members of a cultural or 
ethnic group would be more likely to know as a result 
of their interactions or experiences with other mem-
bers	of	that	group”	(p.	12).	Working	with	117	urban	
eighth-grade African American students, identified 
as low-, medium-, and high-achieving readers, she 
researched the relationship between these students’ 
culturally bound prior knowledge and their com-
prehension of six texts from three different cultures 
(African American, Chinese American, and European 
American). The study showed that these students’ 
comprehension of the African American stories was 
significantly higher, regardless of their reading level 
(Garth-McCullough, 2008). 

Ebe (2010) created a Cultural Relevance Rubric 
that she used with English Language Learners (ELLs). 
Working	with	young	ELLs,	the	researcher	asked	the	
students to first rate a given text to determine its 
cultural	relevance	to	the	reader.	She	then	adminis-
tered an In-depth Miscue Analysis Procedure (Good-
man,	Watson,	&	Burke,	2005)	using	the	same	text.	
It was found that the students’ comprehension was 
better for the text they rated as being more culturally 
relevant (Ebe, 2010). From these studies, it is appar-
ent that matching readers to books that reflect their 
own culture(s) can have a significant effect on their 
comprehension and engagement. It is these kinds of 
books that may encourage them to want to know and 
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read more as they relate to the characters, setting, and 
plot on a personal level.

When	working	with	urban	youth	in	general,	
and the incarcerated youth in the Giddings County 
Juvenile Home specifically, issues of social justice 
also	come	into	play.	When	speaking	of	social	justice,	
Nieto and Bode (2010) assert that “social justice is not 
about ‘being nice’ to students, or about giving them 
a pat on the back” (p. 46). Rather, social justice is 
about providing education that confronts untruths and 
stereotypes and focuses on topics related to inequal-
ity. Teaching with a social justice perspective means 
providing all students with the resources necessary 
for a quality education that draws on the talents and 
strengths of our students, thereby rejecting the deficit 
perspective that is far too prevalent in our schools. In 
addition, social justice is about “creating a learning 
environment that promotes critical thinking and sup-
ports	agency	for	social	change”	(Nieto	&	Bode,	2010,	
p. 46). 

Janks (2010) adds another perspective to social 
justice issues when she speaks of the need for stu-
dents to have access to various forms of discourse, 
such as different audiences, platforms, or modes of 
distribution (e.g., publications). In the context of 
education, one form of discourse can be book discus-
sions	(Daniels,	2002)	in	which	students	are	free	to	
express their thoughts and opinions about books they 
have	read	in	common	with	others.	When	done	in	safe	
environments—ones in which students can take the 
risk to disagree and have spirited interactions based 
on the reading, knowing that their own experiences 
and knowledge are valued—these discussions often 
become important support for the students, address-
ing not only literacy needs but also the personal and 
social needs of the students.

Diversions—Weekly Spirited Interactions 

My position has been to serve as the main facilitator 
of the weekly discussions; as such, I have chosen and 
ordered the books. As an avid reader of young adult 
(YA) literature myself, I make it a point to keep up 
with the latest in YA lit by reading The ALAN Review, 
attending the annual ALAN (Assembly of Literature 
for Adolescents of the National Council of Teachers 
of English) Conference, checking in with the Teen 
Services	head	librarian	at	the	local	public	library	on	a	

regular basis, and keeping my eyes and ears open for 
anything new.

Typically, a book is read and discussed for two to 
three weeks. The average stay in the Juvie Home is 11 
days, with students coming back all too frequently be-
cause of probation violations or other personal issues. 
This fact made flexibility a vital component in plan-
ning and conducting the book discussions; although it 
took about two to three weeks to get through a book, 
the members of the discussion group could change 
drastically from week to week. Further complicating 
the process was the fact that many of the students 
were	struggling	readers	and	received	extensive	Special	
Education services. In spite of their struggles, how-
ever, they genuinely wanted to read the YA books that 
were presented so they could be a part of the group. 
In	general,	the	participants	in	Diversions wanted to be 
there, had read some portion of the chosen book, and 
wanted to talk about it—although the weekly snacks 
and frequent pizza helped, too!

In addition to reading many excellent YA books, 
there were frequent visits by YA authors, co-spon-
sored by the local public library and the Juvie Home. 
For example, in the four years I’ve been involved 
with	Diversions,	we’ve	brought	in	John	Green,	Allan	
Stratton,	Ron	Koertge,	Paul	Volponi,	Sharon	Flake,	
Angela	Johnson,	Sharon	Draper,	Lisa	McMann,	Kadir	
Nelson, and Joseph Bruchac. In each case, at least one 
of the author’s books was read in preparation, and 
during the visit, we had a small-group discussion with 
the author, who also personally signed copies for the 
readers. These books went home with the students 
when they left the Juvie Home. 

The next section describes a few books by some 
of the visiting authors and brief descriptions of their 
related visits. A bibliography of books read over the 
years is included at the end of the article.

Books We Have Read 

Chanda’s Secrets (2004)	by	Allan	Stratton.	Set	in	Af-
rica,	Stratton	tells	the	story	of	Chanda	and	her	struggle	
to keep her family together as her mother is dying 
of	a	disease	no	one	wants	to	name—AIDS.	Chanda’s	
love	of	her	younger	siblings,	Iris	and	Soly,	keeps	her	
fighting those who would tear them apart. Adding to 
the struggle is the fact that Chanda is a good student 
and would like to stay in school, but the horrors of the 
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disease and its effects on her family make life continu-
ally difficult.

Chanda’s Wars (2009)	by	Allan	Stratton.	Tak-
ing place soon after her mother died, this sequel to 
Chanda’s Secret (2004) finds Chanda and her young 
siblings facing the terrors of war in their home coun-
try.	When	they	go	to	visit	their	mother’s	family,	Soly	
and Iris are kidnapped and forced to be child soldiers. 
Chanda’s commitment to always care for her brother 
and sister is put to the ultimate test as she tries to 
save them from the many horrors of war.

Rooftop (2006) by Paul Volponi. Addison and 
Clay, two cousins separated by a family argument, 
find	themselves	thrown	together	at	Daytop,	a	drug	
treatment	center.	While	they	struggle	to	get	their	lives	
together, trouble seems to follow Addison wherever 
he goes, eventually leading to a fatal shooting on a 
rooftop that introduces questions of innocence and 
truth.

Black and White (2005) by Paul Volponi. Marcus 
(aka	Black)	and	Eddie	(aka	White)	have	been	buddies	
for years. Both star basketball and football players at 
their high school, they are inseparable. Even when 
plotting to steal enough money for senior dues and 
new kicks for the team, these two stick together . . . 
until one robbery goes awry and questions arise about 
which one was seen at the scene of the crime. Issues 
of racial profiling and betrayal tear the two friends 
apart.

The Skin I’m In	(1998)	by	Sharon	Flake.	Maleeka,	
who has clear, smooth, ebony skin, is taller than oth-
ers in her class and is under constant attack for that 
dark	skin.	She	wishes	she	looked	different,	more	like	
the	lighter-skinned	girls	in	her	school.	When	a	new	
teacher,	Miss	Saunders,	who	has	a	giant	white	stain	
across her dark face, challenges Maleeka to accept the 
skin she’s in, Maleeka starts to see herself for who she 
really is and her life slowly begins to change.

Money Hungry (2001)	by	Sharon	Flake.	Raspberry	
Hill	loves	money.	She	buys	cheap	candy	and	sells	it	
at her school, cleans houses, washes cars, and skips 
lunch, saving the proceeds so she and her mother will 
have enough money to never be homeless again. But 
no amount of money can quiet the questions that dis-
rupt her sleep as she struggles with acceptance, fear of 
homelessness, and constant doubt.

The First Part Last (2003) by Angela Johnson. 
Bobby and Nia love each other as only two young 

teenagers	can.	When	Nia	tells	Bobby	she	is	pregnant,	
they must inform their families, both of whom had 
high hopes of college and careers for their children. 
Their lives change as they struggle with what they 
should do once the baby is born; should they keep the 
child and raise it as their own or give it up for adop-
tion? Unfortunately, no decision is ever easy.

Heaven (1998) by Angela Johnson. Fourteen-
year-old Marley’s life is turned upside down when she 
realizes that the people she thought were her parents 
are, in fact, her aunt and uncle, and her “Uncle Jack,” 
who	travels	all	the	time,	is	her	father.	Searching	for	
answers, she seeks wisdom and help from her friends, 
including Bobby (from The First Part Last) and his 
young child, Feather.

Authors We Have Met

Sitting	down	and	discussing	a	good	book	is	essential	
to	understanding	(Burke,	2001;	Daniels,	2002).	Sitting	
down and discussing a good book with the author 
is	pure	joy.	Several	authors	have	graced	the	many	
locked doors of the Juvie Home, and each one has 
brought his or her own story to share with the kids. 
Below are brief descriptions of a few of the author 
visits we have enjoyed in the past four years, with 
personal	reflections	by	two	authors,	Allan	Stratton	and	
Paul Volponi.

Allan Stratton
Allan	Stratton	visited	the	Juvie	Home	before	Chanda’s 
Wars (2009) was published and talked with the kids 
about the research he did in preparation to write 
Chanda’s Secret (2004).	While	they	could	not	relate	
to the setting of the book (Africa), the students made 
strong connections to Chanda’s fears of abuse and 
being alone. They also had much to say about Esther, 
Chanda’s friend, who was involved in prostitution 
to help her family survive. The discussions were 
lively and personal as they shared their own stories 
with	Stratton,	and	he	encouraged	them	to	write	their	
stories, as they, too, could be authors. Everyone ben-
efited	from	this	visit;	as	Stratton	states:

One of the most memorable and moving readings I ever 
gave was for the Juvie Home. It was at a detention lock-
down for kids who were serious offenders. I had lunch 
with the teens—a very friendly and delightful group; you’d 
never have guessed they were in trouble—and then I did a 
presentation as I read from Chanda’s Secrets. Usually teens 
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connect most to Chanda, but this group connected mostly 
with her friend, Esther, a young woman whose parents had 
died	of	AIDS	and	who	had	gone	to	work	the	streets	in	hopes	
of earning enough to care for her brother and sisters who 
had been taken from her.
 I’ll never forget the concern of these young women 
and the heartache they felt for Esther, whose story paralleled 
so many of their own. Truly a humbling and moving event 
that I have cherished—and will continue to cherish—for-
ever.	 (A.	 Stratton,	personal	 communication,	 January	28,	
2011)

Paul Volponi
Volponi’s books are frequently set in New York City 
and involve issues that the Juvie Home kids could eas-
ily relate to—family, friendship, and betrayal. Many of 
the kids loved his books, so we arranged for Volponi 
to pay a summer visit. He shared a small luncheon 
with the participants and conducted large-group 
discussions about his books, which the kids had read 
voraciously. He told stories about his life as an English 
teacher on Rikers Island, the jail in New York and the 
basis for one of his newest novels, Rikers High (2010). 
As an added incentive for the kids, Volponi asked to 
play basketball with them. Two teams—Volponi and 
the staff of the Juvie Home versus the kids—played 
multiple games and enjoyed every loud, raucous min-
ute. The time spent with Volponi was informative and 
inspiring to everyone—students, staff, and the author. 
He states,

I was just blown away by how this outside reading program 
captured the kids on every level, how it meant so much to 
their routine, and gave them so much stability and hope in 
themselves. I almost couldn’t believe that Allison and her 
coworkers were providing that level of service and getting 
this kind of incredible response. And later that night, before 
lights-out in the facility, when a student and I took turns 
reading over the PA system to the teens in their rooms, I felt 
like the promise of a better tomorrow had been delivered. 
(P. Volponi, personal communication, January 30, 2011)

Sharon Flake
Sharon	Flake	visited	the	Juvie	Home	late	one	evening	
and met with a group of girls who had read many of 
her books. As they sat around the table, Flake asked 
the girls questions about their lives, and they willingly 
shared their stories. In turn, they asked her questions 
about her daughter and her life as a mother and an 
author. Flake encouraged them to write their own 
lives as they are the experts and their stories need to 

be told. The mood around the table was one of trust 
and acceptance as these young women shared their 
lives with an author who obviously understood them.

Angela Johnson
Angela Johnson joined us one day for a luncheon 
discussion about her books. The girls had many ques-
tions about Bobby in The 
First Part Last (2003) and 
were enthralled by the boy 
in the photograph on its 
cover. Johnson told them 
that this boy was found 
walking down the street 
and agreed to have his 
picture taken for the cover. 
The conversation included 
teenage pregnancy, parent-
hood, and raising small 
children. Johnson’s accep-
tance of and interest in these readers was sincere and 
meant a lot to each one of them.

And So

The Giddings County Juvenile Home is a vibrant place 
filled with young people who have made some bad 
decisions in their lives. It is also a safe place for them, 
as they are cared for and listened to and have both 
support and multiple opportunities to make new and 
better	decisions.	Discussions	about	YA	literature	fre-
quently lead to stories and connections about personal 
mistakes that mimic those in the books read, mak-
ing	Diversions	one	of	those	opportunities	for	change.	
These books provide another safe space where we can 
talk about our own lives through the lens of fictional-
ized characters that become real to the reader.

When	I	asked	them	what	kinds	of	books	they	read	
in school, in one voice they said “boring books.” Then 
they listed textbooks—science, math, history, algebra. 
When	I	asked	them	what	kinds	of	books	they	read	in	
their English classes, they said, “Grammar.” They ad-
mitted to reading a page or two of some required book 
but quickly putting it down, since “there was nothing 
in there that made sense to me.” And yet, from what 
I’ve learned in Diversions, there are so many power-
ful	YA	books	that	interest	these	young	people.	Why	
wouldn’t we take the risk to let them read books in 
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school	that	speak	to	them	on	a	personal	level?	Why	
wouldn’t we want to open up these vital discussions 
and help our students become better readers?

I’m often asked why I continue to read books 
with	these	kids.	Do	I	really	think	these	books	will	
make a difference in their lives? Yes, I do, for multiple 

reasons. First, I believe 
that the more they read, 
they better they will read. 
Reading, as we know, is 
vital to a successful life, 
and these incarcerated 
youth need all the support 
they can get to achieve 
some level of success. Be-
ing literate will surely con-
tribute to their education 
and	personal	lives.	Second,	
I believe that somewhere, 
sometime, when faced 
with a difficult decision, 
some choice that could be 
potentially harmful, they 

will have a fleeting memory of someone else who had 
that choice. Maybe it was Bobby, Addison, Eddie, or 
Marley. Maybe those connections they made with the 
characters	in	the	books	read	during	Diversions	will	
remind them that there are other choices they can 
make. Maybe when they think about what happened 
to those people, they just might make the right deci-
sion and those hours of reading and discussion will be 
life changing.

Allison L. Baer is an associate professor of Literacy Stud-
ies at Western Michigan University. She is particularly 
interested in struggling adolescent readers and how they 
relate to young adult literature. 
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Search for a New Editor of English Journal

NCTE is seeking a new editor of English Journal. In July 2013, the term of the present editor, Ken Lindblom, will end. Inter-

ested persons should send a letter of application to be received no later than August 15, 2011. Letters should include the 

applicant’s vision for the journal and be accompanied by the applicant’s vita, one sample of published writing, and two letters 

specifying financial support from appropriate administrators at the applicant’s institution. Applicants are urged to explore with 

their	administrators	the	feasibility	of	assuming	the	responsibilities	of	a	journal	editor.	Do	not	send	books,	monographs,	or	

other materials that cannot be easily copied for the search committee. Classroom teachers are both eligible and encouraged to 

apply. The applicant appointed by the NCTE Executive Committee in February 2012 will effect a transition, preparing for her 

or	his	first	issue	in	September	2013.	The	appointment	is	for	five	years.	Applications	should	be	sent	electronically	to	Kurt	Aus-

tin,	Publications	Director,	kaustin@ncte.org, or by mail to Kurt Austin, English Journal	Editor	Search	Committee,	NCTE,	1111	
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 Questions? Email kaustin@ncte.org or call 217-278-3619.
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A Powerful Pairing: 
The Literature Circle and the Wiki

Rosemary Hathaway

tute “a form of independent reading” (Daniels, 2002, 
p. 38). Creating literature circles around young adult 
texts, in particular, incorporates the best aspects of 
independent reading into the classroom by allowing 
students to choose what they want to read and then 
discuss it in peer-organized, peer-managed groups 
that encourage them to develop critical interpretations 
independently, under the guidance (not control) of 
the teacher. Asking students to create a wiki based on 
their chosen book and their group process gives them 
a dynamic forum for crafting responses to what they 
have read. Combining the two methods has proven 
to be an ideal way to synthesize the “learning and 
innovation skills” of critical thinking, communication, 
collaboration, and creativity with 21st century technol-
ogy skills.2 Merging the low-tech literature circle with 
the higher-tech wiki can foster interest in autonomous 
reading, develop tools for collaborative meaning mak-
ing, and encourage students to become better critical 
thinkers, which may lead to better performance on 
standardized tests.

Both the literature circle and the wiki emphasize 
collaborative meaning making through an ongoing 
process and, as such, complement each other in very 
powerful ways. I have combined literature circles and 
wikis in a college-level young adult literature course 
for preservice teachers and found that the two to work 
extremely well together, especially for the “shar-
ing out” that is essential at the end of each cycle of 
the literature circle process. Given the many digital 
literacy tools available to English language arts teach-
ers, the wiki is perhaps more flexible and adaptable 

Study after study has shown that one of the best 
predictors of reading achievement is how much 
independent reading a young person does.1 

And yet, as secondary English language arts teachers 
feel more and more pressure to prepare students for 
standardized tests, independent reading is likely one 
of the first things to be dropped from the curriculum. 
Combined with pressures to teach digital literacy, 
media literacy, and 21st century skills, English lan-
guage arts teachers may well feel overwhelmed by the 
challenge of meeting, much less synthesizing, all these 
demands.

In the process, as Gallagher argues in Readicide 
(2009), student motivation and curiosity—the very 
qualities most teachers want to nurture, and the ones 
that most often lead to student success—are extin-
guished (p. 10). The outlook need not look so grim, 
however. Fortunately, the English language arts disci-
pline can adapt quite readily to many of these “new” 
requirements, since many are simply reconfigurations 
of skills we have been teaching all along: critical 
thinking, critical writing, interpretation, and creative 
response. And independent reading can be seamlessly 
integrated into approaches that meet many of these 
diverse requirements. 

But the perennial question for teachers is how to 
nurture students’ independent reading habits, espe-
cially at the secondary level, when pleasure reading 
tends to drop off significantly (National Endowment 
for the Arts, 2007, pp. 7–8). The pedagogy of literature 
circles can provide the missing link between school 
reading and pleasure reading, since lit circles consti-
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to the goals of the English language arts classroom 
than many others.  Indeed, wikis can function as an 
interpretive extension of students’ reading, as well as 
a physical space where readers can construct, discuss, 
revise, and fine-tune their understandings and inter-
pretations of a text. 

Making an “Old” Pedagogy New Again: 
Revisiting the Literature Circle

In 1994, Daniels published Literature Circles: Voice 
and Choice in the Student-Centered Classroom with the 
goal of meeting pressures to improve reading skills in 
the most liberating and student-directed way pos-
sible. Though the pedagogy is now widely known and 
practiced, in his 2002 revision, Daniels warned against 
what he referred to as “terminology drift,” in which 
the term “literature circles” occasionally balloons to 
describe any sort of classroom-based literature discus-
sion, regardless of format. The 2002 edition strives to 
bring practitioners’ focus back to the fundamentals of 
the literature circle process, particularly the key con-
cepts of choice and student-directed discussion. 

Despite the explosion of classroom computer and 
Internet use since the first edition’s appearance in 
1994, however, Daniels’ second edition makes only a 
couple of passing references to possible connections 
between the literature circle and digital literacy tools. 
The only substantive application is a description of a 
variation of the traditional literature circle that is con-
ducted online (2002, p. 21). This absence likely has to 
do with the fact that the second edition itself is nearly 
a decade old; it was published before the explosion of 
blogs, vlogs, wikis, social-networking sites, and Nings, 
to name but a few of the digital literacy tools now 
employed in many English language arts classrooms. 
And yet, many of these “Web 2.0” digital literacy tech-
nologies provide the perfect technological counterpart 
for the interactive, collaborative, creative nature of the 
literature circle. 

Of course, one of the strengths of literature circles 
is that they provide rich opportunities for complex 
learning without requiring expensive technology or 
even a full classroom set of a novel. However, the 
essential parts of the process could not be more read-
ily translatable to Web-based creation and sharing. 
Certainly, there are other digital literacy tools (blogs, 
for example) that could be used equally effectively as 

part of the literature circle, but the wiki, in particular, 
perfectly addresses the last of the eleven “key ingre-
dients” of literature circles listed in the 2002 edition: 
“When books are finished, readers share with their 
classmates, and then new groups form around new 
reading choices” (2002, p. 18, emphasis Daniels’). The 
wiki also provides built-in assessment tools through-
out the literature-circle process.

Why Wikis?

First, a brief definition of “wiki” might be in order. 
Most teachers are all too familiar with Wikipedia, the 
online encyclopedia open to anyone’s contributions 
and revisions. As Richardson (2006) notes, however, 
while “most people get the ‘pedia’ part of the name, 
only a few really understand the first part, the ‘wiki’” 
(p. 59). He goes on to define a wiki simply as “a 
Website where anyone can edit anything anytime they 
want” (p. 59). In short, a wiki is a tool for creating 
collaborative websites that can either open authorship 
and editorship to anyone (as in the case of Wikipe-
dia), or can restrict authorship and editorship to a 
select group of contributors.  

In Literacy Tools in the Classroom: Teaching 
through Critical Inquiry, Grades 5-12, Beach, Cam-
pano, Edmiston, and Borgmann (2010) address the 
educational value of wikis, noting the wiki’s ability to 
help students “acquire a sense of the power of collec-
tive action, where the sum of everyone’s contributions 
is greater than the isolated parts”; this, in turn, “chal-
lenges traditional academic ideologies of individual 
expertise and authorship” (p. 117). Indeed, I would 
argue that creating a wiki as part of the literature-cir-
cle experience allows students to construct a parallel 
text alongside the one that they are reading: the wiki 
becomes a contextual and interpretive extension of 
the book, as well as a physical space where read-
ers can construct, discuss, revise, and fine-tune their 
understandings and interpretations of a text. Depend-
ing on the structure, focus, and time devoted to the 
wiki project, groups’ wikis can function as anything 
from a student-generated version of “Spark Notes” on 
their particular book to a collaborative, multimedia 
essay on the text.  Regardless of the ultimate goal of 
the wiki, using it in conjunction with the traditional 
literature circle allows students even more opportuni-
ties to transition from being passive consumers of text 
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to being active co-participants—even coauthors—of 
the text. 

Pairing literature circles with digital or electronic 
communication is nothing new; previous studies have 
described “virtual literature circles” (Burgess, 2006; 
Kolu & Volotinen, 2004), some conducted via e-mail 
(Pate-Moulton, Klages, Erickson, & Conforti, 2004; 
Klages, Pate, & Conforti, 2007) and others through 

Facebook (Stewart, 2009).  
In Stewart’s study (2009), 
students made use of “the 
features and applications 
of Facebook to respond 
to tasks and collaborate 
with members of their 
group” (p. 29).  The study 
by Klages et al. (2007) 
had preservice teachers 
enrolled in reading classes 
at two different Texas 
universities—Texas State 
University/San Marcos and 
the University of Hous-
ton/Victoria—forming 
literature circles around 
Holocaust-themed books. 

These groups met in person in their separate classes, 
and then exchanged thoughts about the text one-on-
one with their “distance learning partners” on the 
other campus (Klages et al., 2007). At the end of the 
process, the groups collaboratively used “e-mail, 
instant messaging, file-transfer protocol (FTP), and 
the World Wide Web (WWW) [to] create a Web page 
that presented an analysis and discussion of their 
selected book” (2007, p. 298). Both approaches were 
successful; however, there seem to be drawbacks 
to each. While integrating the literature circle with 
Facebook provides an ideal environment for the kind 
of “networked social scholarship” Stewart describes 
(p. 29), the site is, unfortunately, blocked by many 
school districts (although a similar kind of networked 
environment might be duplicated by creating a class-
room Ning). Wiki technology allows for the creation 
of the kind of Web page Klages et al.’s students were 
assigned to create, while providing a user-friendly 
interface and template for doing so.

The wiki has a number of additional advantages 
over these other digital literacy tools, which func-

tion primarily to replace face-to-face discussion with 
virtual asynchronous or synchronous discussion, or 
to widen the scope of the literature circle beyond the 
physical boundaries of the classroom/school/commu-
nity. Specifically, the wiki’s inherently collaborative 
and dynamic nature has the potential to deepen, ex-
tend, and literally make visible the fundamental goal 
of literature circles: to get students to make meaning 
collaboratively. As Beach, Campano, Edmiston, and 
Borgmann (2010) argue in teachingmedialiteracy.com, 
“Collaborative writing of a wiki text requires that stu-
dents establish a division of labor based on the roles 
each student is assuming in the collaboration” (p. 
14). Sound familiar? Literature circles, too, depend on 
discrete roles and collaboration to be effective. 

Combining Literature Circles and Wikis: 
Several Approaches

To illustrate how these techniques work in tandem, 
I’d like to describe how I have used literature circles 
and wikis together in a college-level class that I teach 
on young adult literature. The majority of the students 
in the course are preservice teachers, most of whom 
are seeking certification to teach middle or secondary 
English language arts. Surprisingly few of them have 
heard of literature circles; among those who have, 
many know of them only through other teacher-prep-
aration courses, but have not actively participated in 
one. Even fewer have heard of wikis (aside from the 
megalith Wikipedia). Though their lack of experience 
is a bit surprising, it is probably not unusual: often, 
preservice teachers have heard the jargon connected 
to “21st century skills,” but have little exposure to 
them in practice. The lit-circle/wiki project thus al-
lows them to experience both in a short time frame, 
and also models how to match pedagogies with ap-
propriate digital literacy tools.

Toward the end of each semester, students choose 
one young adult novel and form a literature circle 
around that text.  As part of the literature circle pro-
cess, students collaboratively create a wiki based on 
their chosen novel—texts as diverse as Laurie Halse 
Anderson’s Speak (1999), Kristin Cashore’s Gracel-
ing (2008), Christopher Paul Curtis’s Bud, Not Buddy 
(1999), David LaRochelle’s Absolutely, Positively Not 
(2005), and Michael Northrop’s Gentlemen (2009) 
among others. 

The wiki’s inherently col-
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On the first day of the project, students meet with 
the other folks who are reading the same text; typi-
cally, the groups have a total of five or six people. 
They draw up a reading schedule and determine 
who will play which “role” on each of the several 
days when they’ll be meeting in their groups. They 
have read selections from Literature Circles (Daniels, 
2002) and have the role sheets for each of the basic 
roles. Even as college students and as future teachers 
themselves, they often want to treat the role sheets 
as “homework” or worksheets. Daniels’s lament that 
the role sheets have been misconstrued (or downright 
abused) is borne out by the fact that even students 
trained to think critically about pedagogies see a piece 
of paper with directions and empty space and instinc-
tively go into completion mode, asking, “Do we have 
to fill this out before next time?” We generally have 
to revisit Daniels’s reminders that the roles need to be 
interpreted loosely, and that the sheets are only there 
to provide guidance, not a rigid framework.

On the first day, I also introduce students to 
wiki technology, since many are not familiar with it. 
I create the literature circle wiki on pbworks.com, 
which has an advertising-free option for educational 
users, though there are other choices. Prior to the 
first day, I set up a series of folders in pbworks, one 
for each book that students will be reading. I then 
create a page in each folder for each of the lit-circle 
roles: there’s a page for the Summarizer, the Discus-
sion Director, the Travel Tracker, the Illustrator, the 
Vocabulary Enricher, the Literary Luminary, and the 
Connector. When introducing these elements, how-
ever, I encourage students to modify or even delete 
traditional roles and add their own, especially if they 
think something else would better fit their specific 
text. For example, a group of students reading Rita 
Garcia-Williams’s Jumped (2009) decided that they 
needed a role for a “Character Analyst,” who would 
interpret the actions and words of the novel’s three 
narrators. Another group of students reading Lynne 
Rae Perkins’s Criss Cross (2005) created a role for a 
“Multigenre Expert,” since the novel includes so many 
different kinds of writing. In other instances, groups 
combined several roles or simply interpreted them 
differently. 

Of course, all of this setup could be done by 
the students themselves; I do it in advance mostly 
to save time and to keep the students from being 

overwhelmed, since both the lit circle and the wiki 
are usually new to them. Also, while I create a single 
wiki for the entire class, each literature circle group 
could have its own separate wiki (as is the case with 
Wertsch’s book-group wikis, discussed below). I 
chose to set up a single wiki so that students can eas-
ily navigate between their own wiki and those of the 
other groups in class, since it seems to be helpful for 
students to see how other groups are putting together 
their wikis. Not only do they get ideas from each oth-
er, but the knowledge that others are looking at their 
wiki increases accountability and often gets students 
interested in the novels that they’re not reading.

Prior to each class, each group member gets on 
the wiki site and enters material for the role she or he 
will be playing during the next group meeting. So, the 
Summarizer posts a synopsis of the section the group 
is to read for the next meeting, the Discussion Director 
posts questions about it, and so forth. In my classes, 
the person in the Illustrator role usually embeds im-
ages and photographs found on the Web rather than 
creating original artwork, though a few do scan in 
their own drawings and add them to the Illustrator 
page. Interestingly, many students who weren’t confi-
dent about their drawing skills emphasized how much 
less stress they felt about playing the Illustrator role 
when they knew they could use ready-made images; 
in fact, several students commented on how much 
fun it was to look for relevant images online. This is 
a strength of translating the traditional “Illustrator” 
role into a digital context. While much of the material 
students entered into their wikis was text-based, many 
students also embedded videos, created wordle clouds 
related to the novel, posted MapQuest or Google Maps 
showing where the story was taking place, and added 
links to outside sites and resources related to their 
chosen book. A number of them expressed surprise at 
how much it helped their understanding of the text to 
reflect on it using such a rich variety of media; though 
most English-education majors are understandably 
word-oriented, through building their wikis, they truly 
came to understand that there are also valuable, non-
text-based ways to respond to a piece of literature.

During class, students met either in their tradi-
tional face-to-face literature circles or as one large 
group gathered around a computer responding to the 
materials everyone had posted. Whichever method 
they chose (groups would often morph in and out 
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of both contexts), they usually ended up working 
collaboratively on the wiki site by the end of class, 
adding pertinent links, images, and other insights and 
information that had come up during discussion. At 
the end of the process, students presented their wikis 
to the full class and gave a brief book talk that sum-
marized their responses to the novel they read.

The project helps these future teachers develop 
an understanding of how both the literature circle 
approach and wikis might be useful to them in their 
own classrooms. They appreciate the openness of 
the literature circle approach, the collaborative and 
process-oriented nature of the wiki, and the ways in 
which combining the two techniques fosters peer-to-
peer interpretations of literature, rather than the top-
down, “teacher-as-literary-authority” stance that most 
of them claim they do not want to replicate in their 
own classrooms. 

From my own perspective, the lit circle/wiki 
project is an enlightening way to end the semester. 
These college students go from responding to young 
adult texts from the perspective of a future teacher—
from which they evaluate texts primarily for their 
“teachability”—to responding to them simply as read-
ers.  Unsurprisingly, there’s often a radical difference 

between these two modes of response, and I think the 
students themselves notice the gap and ponder what it 
might mean in terms of how they select and approach 
“appropriate” literature for their future students. By 
participating in the literature circle and creating the 
wikis, they also come to appreciate the collaborative, 
student-driven nature of both, and the ways each can 
enhance reading comprehension and hone interpre-
tive skills. Even those students who claim to be very 
traditional, nonvisual learners enjoy finding images 
and video clips to embed in their sites, linking to other 
sites, and generally making sense of their chosen 
novel in a variety of non-text-based ways, thus gain-
ing valuable insight into learner differences.

Students immediately appreciated the wiki’s po-
tential as a visual record of the group’s work and as a 
way of sharing their book with others. Daniels (2002) 
stresses the importance of this kind of sharing and 
suggests a number of sharing devices that could be 
developed at the end of the literature circle process—
posters, letters, dramatizations of parts of the novel, 
and so forth (p. 91). Of thirty-some possible sharing 
devices listed, however, technology is a component of 
only a few; even then, “technology” is limited to us-
ing a video camera to record dramatizations or mock 

Digital Literacy Terms Used in Article

Blogs

Vlogs

Wikis

Nings

Web 2.0

Short for “weblog,” a blog is a personal website where one or several individuals can post writ-
ing, photos, and videos. Readers generally can comment on posts. Popular hosting sites include 
Blogger.com and Wordpress.com.

“Video weblogs.” Serve a similar function as blogs, but—as the name suggests—are video-only.

Tools for creating collaborative websites that can either open authorship and editorship to any-
one (as in the case of Wikipedia), or can restrict authorship and editorship to a select group of 
contributors. Hosting sites include pbworks.com, wetpaint.com, wikia.com, wikispaces.org, and 
wikispot.org, to name just a few.

From Ning.com, an online platform that allows users to create their own social networking 
groups around specific interests or commonalities (special-interest, mini-“Facebook”-type com-
munities). Initially free, there are now three levels of service available, all of which have a 
monthly fee.

Generic label applied to all digital technologies that allow interaction and collaboration among 
Web creators and users. Also known as the “Read-Write Web,” since it allows users not merely 
to read static content posted by others, but to comment on existing content and to create new 
content.
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interviews with characters. Clearly, there are now 
many digital literacy tools that can be used creatively 
to share student work and their selected books with 
others. Daniels cautions, though, that these sharing 
devices need to be natural extensions of the literature 
circle, not tacked-on assignments at the end of the 
process just to provide the teacher with an assessable 
product. 

In that spirit, the wiki is the ideal sharing device, 
since it is an organic part of the literature circle pro-
cess, one that students create and revise throughout 
their reading of the book. It not only provides students 
with all the materials they might need to share their 
book with others, the wiki becomes the way they can 
share the book with others. As students conclude their 
reading and begin thinking about their wiki presen-
tations, they often revise and clarify the content of 
their site in order to make it more accessible to people 
outside their group. In addition to allowing them to 
review what they’ve discovered in the process of 
reading, this kind of revision also reinforces the skill 
of writing and revising for a specific audience and 
purpose. And the process of building the wiki itself 
provides visual evidence of just how collaborative 
meaning making really is in the literature classroom. 
Here are some of the observations the preservice 
teachers in my young adult literature class made about 
both the literature circle and the wiki as pedagogical 
techniques:

It was interesting to read the book knowing that you were 
looking for something specific, such as vocabulary or key 
phrases. I feel like it made me pay a lot more attention to 
details that I might have otherwise missed. It also made me 
more conscious of how other readers would think while 
reading the book, which is an important skill for English 
teachers to have. (Sara, blog post, Fall 2008)

The Wiki allowed us to get a feel for what everyone else 
thought and was working on before we actually met. I re-
ally enjoyed looking through my group’s Wiki site a day 
or two before class just to see what everyone else thought. 
(Rebecca, blog post, Fall 2008)

The Wiki aspect gives the students a concrete view of what 
they’ve accomplished together. They can use it as a before 
and after record of what they’ve learned along the way. I 
think it’s an awesome tool that does all of this while com-
bining their love of technology and playing online. (Jenn, 
blog post, Spring 2010)3

These comments underscore the shared strength that 
links literature circle pedagogy and wiki technol-

ogy: the power to develop students’ abilities to think 
and write collaboratively about literature. And if the 
fundamental purpose of the literature circle is to help 
students better engage with a text by focusing their 
efforts toward particular roles, and then bringing the 
group together to broaden everyone’s understanding, 
the wiki deepens this engagement by making those 
roles more visible and permanent. It allows students 
to document both their individual and their collabora-
tive work while continuing to reflect on their discus-
sion as they modify, edit, and add on to each other’s 
work on the wiki.

Of course, my approach is only one possibil-
ity; there are many other ways to combine literature 
circles and wikis. Wertsch, a high school English 
language arts teacher, has students in his literature 
courses form book clubs around their choice of texts. 
Wertsch creates a separate wiki site for each book, 
although students can navigate back to a home page 
to link to other groups’ wikis. Rather than including 
pages devoted to specific literature circle roles, as my 
setup does, Wertsch requires students to devote sec-
tions of their wiki to characters, plot, setting, conflicts, 
and themes, in addition to posting questions about 
their reading and creating a collaborative review of 
the book describing each student’s response to it. 
Wertsch’s students’ wikis are well worth checking 
out, both to see the range of books they have created 
wikis for (everything from the nonfiction memoir A 
Child Called It [Pelzer, 1995] to the graphic novel 
Maus (Spiegelman, 1986, 1991) to a “cheesy vampire 
book no one wanted to read,” as the link describes 
it) and to see how different groups constructed their 
pages, even within the fairly prescriptive parameters 
of the required sections. (See http://wertsch.pbworks.
com/Book-Club-Wiki-Pages.)

Wertsch’s use of literary terms and concepts for 
the sections of his wiki illustrates the adaptability of 
both the literature circle and the wiki approaches. 
Both Wertsch and I predetermined the general content 
and structure of the wiki, but this would not have 
to be the case. Just as Daniels advises students to 
throw out the role sheets once they have mastered 
the lit-circle process, groups could make their own 
decisions about how to organize and add content to 
their wikis, once they understand how wikis work. 
Wertsch’s approach—organizing the wikis around tra-
ditional literary concepts—functions well to reinforce 
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those concepts for students while also giving them 
some freedom to interpret and describe those aspects 
of their chosen books in their own ways. However, 
Daniels—a firm believer in reader response theory—

cautions against trying to 
put too much of a didactic 
template over the work 
of literature circles. As he 
says, “Though some teach-
ers do seek ways to infuse 
literary terminology and 
analytical procedures into 
their literature circles, I do 
not see this as one of the 
structure’s defining ingre-
dients,” because it tends to 
undermine the pedagogy’s 
basis “on a faith in self-
directed practice” (2002, 
p. 23). Nevertheless, for 
teachers wishing to use 
literature circles and wikis 
at the high school level, 

such an infusion may be necessary to meet curricular 
requirements and other standards. 

Another model for combining literature circles 
and wikis comes from Emily Gray Junior High School 
(EGJHS) in Tucson, Arizona, where eighth grad-
ers participate in literature circles focused around 
their choice of young adult texts in the categories of 
Southwestern literature, fantasy/science fiction, and 
historical fiction, among others. The EGJHS approach 
to constructing literature circle wikis falls somewhere 
between my structure, based on literature circle roles, 
and Scott Wertsch’s, based on literary terms. EGJHS’s 
wikis organize their content into pages based on roles 
and traditional literary concepts.4 Groups are required 
to create pages based on characters, plot, and set-
ting, as with Wertsch’s wikis, but some groups have 
additional pages with information about the author or 
links to published book reviews, for example. Apart 
from the required information about characters, plot, 
and setting, students are required to create some kind 
of “original media” response to their novel, which 
could take the form of a drawing (done by hand or 
computer), a podcast, a wordle, or a creative text, 
such as a poem written in response to the reading. In 
some cases, these media are embedded on pages titled 

to reflect traditional literature circle roles, such as 
pages for “pictures” or “graphic illustrations”—varia-
tions on the typical “Illustrator” role. Each group’s 
wiki also includes a tab marked “discussion,” which 
is used flexibly to informally fulfill the roles of the 
summarizer, connector, and questioner. Its blend of 
required elements and open-endedness makes the 
EGJHS formulation a good way to address curriculum 
needs while allowing for reader-response, as well.

What about Assessment?

The complexity of assessing literature circles has been 
one of the major obstacles to their implementation. 
But this is where combining wiki technology with 
the literature circle becomes especially powerful and 
beneficial, since the wiki organically fulfills many as-
sessment needs by supplying documentation of each 
participant’s work. One of the typical challenges in 
evaluating any collaborative effort is determining how 
much work any individual member of the group did—
and doing so without pitting group members against 
each other to “rat out” the slackers. As Richardson 
(2006) explains, wiki technology makes this highly 
charged process transparent, if not virtually objective: 
“Each page on a wiki . . . comes with another very 
important feature: a page history. . . . when you click 
it, you can see when changes were made, by whom, 
and what was changed” (p. 63). Most wiki sites, such 
as pbworks, send email updates to the wiki’s writ-
ers, editors, and administrators with a detailed report 
of who made what specific changes to the site, and 
when. The technology itself generates a detailed re-
cord of student participation. As Moreillon, Hunt, and 
Ewing (2010) put it, “Accountability is inherent in the 
wiki space” (p. 27). 

Of course, students and teachers will still need to 
figure out ways of assessing the quality of individual 
contributions, and how any individual’s work fits into 
the production of the whole. These more subjective 
concerns can likely be addressed via one of the meth-
ods Daniels describes in the chapter on assessment in 
the second edition of his book, or through the kind of 
self-reflection that Beach, Campano, Edmiston, and 
Borgmann (2010) advocate for use in conjunction with 
literacy tools such as wikis. They suggest that at the 
end of the process, students ask themselves questions 
such as, “How effectively am I [or are we] using this 
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tool to engage my [our] audience? . . . What might I 
or we do differently?” (p. 145). Of their own literature 
circle/wiki project, Moreillon et al. (2010) note that 
this kind of reflection arose naturally in groups as 
students “became more aware of their own thinking 
and learning processes and applied metacognition to 
the self-assessment of their work” (p. 28). If a more 
concrete artifact is desired, this kind of self-reflection 
could take a number of forms: a traditional paper, a 
journal entry, a blog post, a letter, and so forth. 

Most important, however, each group’s wiki func-
tions as a final project that the literature circle group 
generates organically through its process. As discussed 
above, while Daniels sees a sharing device as one of 
the key ingredients of a literature circle, he cautions 
that it is not itself the goal or requisite “end product” 
of the process. Most of the sharing devices he de-
scribes, however, require significant work and time to 
create once the group finishes reading and discussing 
the book. Since the wiki is being created and revised 
as part of the reading and discussion process, it is 
more or less complete as a sharing device once the 
group’s work is done. Students may choose to revise 
it to make it more appealing to an outside audience, 
but essentially, the process and the product are one 
and the same. Students can then, as Daniels (2002) 
advocates, move immediately to reading and discuss-
ing the next book (pp. 89–90). In this way, especially, 
the wiki is the perfect digital literacy pairing for the 
literature circle.

Conclusions

There are many challenges to incorporating either the 
literature circle or the wiki into the secondary English/
language arts classroom, “especially for departmen-
talized middle and high school teachers, who must 
often deliver a huge mandated English curriculum in 
forty- or fifty-minute periods” (Daniels, 2002, p. 81). 
The amount of time required to get something like 
this off the ground, coupled with the need for holistic 
assessment techniques, may render either of these 
strategies a pipedream. However, my own experience 
suggests that students grasp the concepts of both the 
literature circle and the wiki very quickly; their initial 
anxiety dissipates almost as soon as they get started, 
and is replaced by an atmosphere of focused, student-
centered work. 

While my observations are of college students, I 
suspect a similar dynamic would occur in the second-
ary classroom. Teachers do need to allocate time to 
train students in both the lit circle and the wiki at 
the outset, but after students have gone through the 
process once or twice, there is usually no need for 
additional instructional downtime; students know 
what to do and can begin work immediately. I would 
argue, too, that the wiki further enhances this kind of 
autonomy by giving students a concrete and endlessly 
revisable framework for tracking their thoughts and 
their work. Time “lost” to the setup is easily recouped 
when teachers no longer have to repeat instructions 
or introduce new ones and when the creation of the 
wiki both documents student work and generates an 
assessable final project. No additional assignments or 
assessments need to be tacked on to the end of a unit.

Is all of this worth it? When we consider the 
startlingly clear statistic that “reading achievement is 
more highly correlated with independent reading than 
with any other single factor” (Daniels, 2002, p. 33), 
then the answer is clear: as teachers, we need to build 
independent reading into the curriculum as much 
as possible. And literature circle work can motivate 
students to continue reading beyond the classroom: 
students in my classes, on looking at other groups’ 
wikis, often discover other books that they want to 
read on their own. In these ways, the literature circle 
technique may offer a surprisingly direct way to 
encourage independent reading and, in turn, lead to 
higher scores on standardized reading-comprehension 
assessments. 

Meanwhile, the wiki offers a very accessible, 
easy-to-master tool to meet 21st century skills man-
dates. Most important, though, both the literature 
circle and the wiki bring us back to the deepest 
foundations of our discipline—instilling in students an 
appreciation of the value of reading, and helping them 
develop skills both for interpreting what they read 
and for communicating their ideas about that reading 
to others.  The student-centered approach of both the 
literature circle and the wiki gives students a sense of 
investment and ownership that few other pedagogies 
allow. As Richardson (2006) says of online publish-
ing tools like blogs and wikis, “We can now offer our 
students a totally new way of looking at the work 
they do. . . . It’s not meant to be discarded or stored 
in a folder somewhere; it’s meant to be added to the 
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conversation and potentially used to teach others” (p. 
132). But I like the ways my own students explain the 
value of these strategies best:

The beauty of the lit circle/wiki [is that] both are flexible 
structures within which individualized learning can hap-
pen. Once a teacher knows her students, she can help guide 
them into books and roles they might enjoy. (Andrea, blog 
post, Fall 2009)

Wikis are a good way to integrate technology and group 
work, and they rip open the traditional parameters of any 
assignment. It might be tough for some to become comfort-
able with the flexibility of wikis (I’m thinking about issues 
in grade objectivity, etc.), but as educators more willingly 
adopt experiential learning models into their curricula, I 
foresee wikis taking a major role in classrooms. (Emma, 
blog post, Fall 2009)

Rosemary Hathaway is an assistant professor of English 
at West Virginia University, where she teaches courses in 
folklore, young adult literature, and composition. She has 
previously published an article about Gene Luen Yang’s 
American Born Chinese in The ALAN Review. 

Notes
1  See, for example, studies by Cunningham & Stanovich 

(1991), Krashen (1993), Stanovich & Cunningham (1993), 

and the National Endowment for the Arts (2007).
2  My definition of “21st century skills” comes from the 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills at http://www.p21.org/

index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=254&Item

id=120.
3  The student comments about literature circles and wikis 

come from blog posts written by students in my English 405: 

Young Adult Literature classes at West Virginia University 

during Fall 2008, Fall 2009, and Spring 2010 semesters. I 

thank them for their willingness to go along with my crazy 

scheme, which they always approach with skepticism, and 

for giving me such substantive, valuable feedback about 

the process. This paper would never have come into being 

without them.
4  This literature circle/wiki project is discussed in Moreillon, 

Hunt, & Ewing’s (2009) article “Learning and Teaching in 

WANDA Wiki Wonderland: Literature Circles in the Digital 

Commons.” The students’ wikis themselves can be viewed at 

http://wandawiki.wikispaces.com/.
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Voices from the Ning: 
How Social Networking Created a Learning Community in a YAL Classroom

Kim Richard

gies (Larson, 2008). While the International Society 
for Technology (2008) has published the National 
Educational Technology Standards (NETS) to provide 
guidelines to help teachers prepare students for a 
changing digital age, it is crucial that teachers gain a 
thorough and practical understanding of the technolo-
gies that are available to enhance students’ learning. 

As Larson (2009) points out, today’s student 
has a keen knowledge and awareness of technol-
ogy, especially when it comes to communicating 
with others. There is an urgent need for teachers and 
researchers to find ways to mesh together students’ 
traditional types of literary experiences with the more 
technologically advanced literary experiences that are 
part of their daily lives outside of school. Ferenstein 
(2010) observed how using Twitter helped to boost 
student engagement in a college classroom where 
students tweeted comments and questions to a teach-
ing assistant who responded to them in real time. He 
found that using Twitter in the classroom pulled more 
students into a discussion, particularly those who 
were too shy to talk in class. He also found that Twit-
ter chatter often spilled over into students’ free time as 
they continued an online conversation long after the 
class was over, building community in and outside of 
the classroom. 

Rogers (2009) noticed that her teacher certifica-
tion students created a Facebook page just for those 
members of the course so that they could talk about 
what they were learning. When Rogers asked her 
students about the benefits of this online forum, 
students relayed that they used Facebook to discuss 
assignments, ask and answer questions, bounce ideas 

In an age where information and communication 
can be exchanged quickly and efficiently, being 
able to read, think critically, and communicate 

via an online venue is just as important as compe-
tence with the more traditional means of literacy, 
such as reading a book or writing a letter to a friend 
(Leu, Leu, & Coiro, 2004). Larson (2009) challenges 
educators to respond to the ever-changing ways that 
technology can enhance our learning by offering 
students new opportunities to expand their learning 
community into virtual spaces. Furthermore, the Inter-
national Reading Association (2009) and the National 
Council of Teachers of English (2007) call for teacher 
education programs to prepare preservice teachers to 
integrate and utilize the new literacies in the class-
room by providing them with the training they need 
to amalgamate technology into instruction. This article 
will demonstrate how I used the Ning (www.ning.
com), a Web-based online service that allows users to 
create their own social network, to establish a learning 
community in a college classroom. The Ning operates 
in much the same way that Facebook does, but you 
can create a social network for a particular group of 
people. I created a social network for my undergradu-
ate students who were enrolled in my Young Adult 
Literature class during the spring 2010 semester. 

Today’s students not only use the traditional 
pencil and book as tools for learning, they also use 
new literacies, including electronic books, online 
reading, and online social networking (Larson, 2009). 
Research has confirmed that today’s student needs to 
acquire the skills and strategies to navigate constantly 
changing information and communication technolo-
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off of each other, post pertinent information, and sup-
port each other. Rogers (2009) called for professors 
to utilize social networks to enhance their teaching, 
as social networking can “promote student reading 
through book clubs, book discussions, and shared 
readings” (p. 34).

Methodology

Participants
The participants for this study were 19 undergradu-
ates, ranging from sophomores to seniors, enrolled in 
a course called Young Adult Literature. A majority of 
the students were preservice teachers, while others 
were taking the course as an elective. An assign-
ment for this course was for students to post a blog 
each week on the Ning. Students were assigned a 
young adult novel to read each week and were free 
to post anything they wanted on their Ning page. 
Each student created a My Page space in the Ning and 
invited members of the class to join the Page and its 
discussion forum (in the form of a blog) to discuss 
course readings and relevant topics. Students man-
aged their own My Page, enabling them to experience 
from a teacher’s vantage point the operation of a blog 
in an actual classroom setting wherein the professor 
receives email alerts for approval of new posts. Figure 
1 shows the assignment description for the Ning given 
to students on the first day of class. 

Data Collection and Analysis
The primary data source used for this research study 
was the content of participants’ blogs throughout the 

course, consisting of 220 posts and 464 comments. As 
a final course evaluation, students also answered the 
following questions:

1. How has the use of technology helped or not 
helped you to learn?

2. What (if anything) have you learned about technol-
ogy (or anything else) in this class that will help 
you in your future endeavors?

3. What can you tell me about the use of technology 
to enhance learning and teaching?

Prior to collecting the data, a preliminary list of 
codes was created. After the data were collected, I 
created folders, or nodes, on NVivo 8, a data manage-
ment software tool that organizes and stores data. 
This software allowed the coding process to run 
quickly and helped me to better connect with the data 
so as to generate themes and patterns (Basit, 2003). 
Participants’ blogs, comments, and final reflections 
were placed on NVivo 8 and reviewed line by line. 
Data were analyzed to determine how they answered 
the research question and how it correlated with the 
codes created to compare participants’ views, situ-
ations, actions, accounts, and experiences. By look-
ing for frequency (items that are identified because 
they are numerous), omissions (items that never 
appear, even though the researcher suspected that 
they would), and declarations (items that participants 
identify as present or significant), themes emerged 
(LeCompte, 2000). 

Once the data were coded, I used thematic 
networks (Attride-Stirling, 2001) to organize the data 
by mapping out three classes of themes: (1) basic 
themes; (2) organizing themes (categories of basic 
themes grouped together to summarize more abstract 
principles); and (3) global themes (super-ordinate 
themes that capture the principal findings in the study 
as a whole). Using thematic networks allowed me to 
not only look for frequency of occurrence, omission, 
and declaration, but also create patterns of “things 
that go together” (LeCompte, 2000, p. 150) in mean-
ingful ways. Once thematic networks were created, I 
revisited the data not in a linear way (line by line in 
the raw data), but rather through the global, organiz-
ing, and basic themes in order to bring together the 
data and the interpretation (Attride-Stirling, 2001).

Ning Assignment

Part of your grade will also be your participation 
on the Ning, an online social network created 
specifically for this course. Each week, prior to 
our class, you will need to post your thoughts and 
reactions to the book that you read for that week. 
You also need to respond to at least two other 
posts. My hope is that this experience will create 
a conversation that will continue beyond the 
walls of our classroom! 

Figure 1. Ning assignment description
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Findings

As the blogs and comments were coded, it became 
clear that students were constructing knowledge and 
critically thinking about young adult literature with 
the other members of the class, and the Ning gave 
students the time to do this. This finding is evident 
not only in the number of posts and comments the 
participants’ made (220 posts and 464 comments), but 
also by the depth and breadth of the comments. 

The Ning Gave Students Time to Respond
When the topic for the week was reading the clas-
sics, Sue’s blog created an online conversation over 
the classic Steinbeck novel, Of Mice and Men. In this 
early Ning conversation that focused on the pros and 
cons of using the classics in a young adult classroom, 
four students participated in an online dialogue about 
the book. They pulled out themes on the American 
dream and gender representations, and tried to make 
sense of the novel, particularly the complexity of the 
characters. This in-depth conversation actually lasted 
for a week, as students went back and forth trying to 
make sense of the story and wondering how young 
adults would connect with the book. This might not 
have happened in the classroom, especially since the 
class only met once a week. Even when I organized 
students into smaller groups during class to generate 
conversation, dialogue was often superficial as stu-
dents tried to respond to each other’s comments and 
answer each other’s questions. As one student noted 
in her final reflection of the course, 

I think that using technology throughout the course of the 
semester really helped me to look a little deeper into each of 
the books we read. While I was able to formulate my own 
opinions and personal questions about each piece of litera-
ture, I think reviewing the comments and insights of others 
really helped drive certain issues home, or helped me see 
things differently. For example, I wasn’t crazy about Mexi-
can White Boy, but after reading a couple blog posts from 
the other people in class, I was able to appreciate the text 
a little more. Additionally, I think that reviewing how oth-
ers would incorporate each book into their own classroom 
really helped me think outside the box—just because we 
were reading YA literature does not necessarily mean that 
only teens should be reading these books. Sure we talked 
about a lot of this stuff in class, but many times people do 
not get the chance to speak, or simply do not want to, so 
posting on the Ning really helped everyone have a voice.

Using the Ning gave students the time they 
needed to provide a written reflection on the novels as 
well as to respond to others’ reflections. 

Critically Thinking about the Books
Because the Ning allowed students the time to reflect 
and respond, they were able to critically think about 
the books that they were reading. They became “ac-
tive thinkers” (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004, p. 52) 
as they questioned the author’s purpose (What do you 
think were Steinbeck’s purposes for doing this?), tried 
to understand the power relationships in the novel 
(I thought the book was about prejudice and social 
class. To me, there were 3 
tiers—the ranch owner and 
Curley [and by marriage 
his wife], then the guys in 
the bunkhouse, and then 
finally Crooks), promoted 
social justice (Another 
theme could be treating 
people with dignity even 
though they are differ-
ent), and recognized those 
voices that were marginal-
ized in the story (She is 
simply always referred to as “Curley’s wife”). Critical 
literacy is a significant skill because it encourages the 
reader to read text in a deeper and more meaningful 
way. Critical literacy allows the reader to move be-
yond just accepting the text as is, and to become more 
active in the reader–author relationship (McLaughlin 
& DeVoogd, 2004). 

The Ning provided these students with opportu-
nities to critically think about young adult literature 
because they were feeding off of each others’ respons-
es and trying to make sense of the themes, issues, 
and characters in the books. Furthermore, the Ning 
allowed students the time to generate conversations 
before the class met so that we could use class time to 
continue thinking critically about the novels we were 
reading, answering questions collectively, and com-
menting on the novels. 

Connecting with Their Peers before Coming to Class
The Ning became a helpful tool to use in this col-
lege classroom because students were able to not 
only reflect on the novels they were reading, but also 

Using the Ning gave stu-

dents the time they needed 

to provide a written  

reflection on the novels  

as well as to respond to 

others’ reflections.
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comment on other reflections before coming to class. 
It also became a way to begin a conversation during 
class (since students had already begun talking about 
the novels) or continue conversations that were start-
ed in class. The following comment comes from a blog 
about the book Hard Love (2001) by Ellen Wittlinger:

You raise some great questions and I hope that we can 
talk about them in class. The significance of John’s zine, 
Bananafish, is perplexing. What is a bananafish (I am going 
to google it)? As for Marisol, I couldn’t quite put my finger 
on that girl. I did want her to “switch sides” but I think 
it’s because then everything and everyone would fall into 
place—a happy ending (at least in my weird little world?). 
Let’s bring up these questions in class and see what every-
one else thinks.

The Ning made class discussions more meaning-
ful because students created the conversation online 
first. They were able to process the books, think 

about their reactions to the 
books, then reflect on their 
thoughts and reactions. 
The Ning allowed them the 
time to do all of this. As 
one student wrote in her fi-
nal reflection of the course, 
“The Ning helped me 
as a learner to make my 
thoughts concrete, which 
helped me articulate them 
better. I am always better 

at writing them than saying them on the spot. In other 
words, it gave me time and helped me process.” 

Connecting to Other Avenues in Their Lives and 
the Lives of Their Students
Finally, students used the Ning to construct knowl-
edge and critically think about how other avenues 
in their lives connected to the young adult literature 
they were reading. Students in the class sat in on a 
lecture given by Dr. S., an assistant professor, who 
discussed his research on the migration of people and 
how globalization makes the world more culturally 
diverse. On Cindy’s blog, entitled How to Become a 
More Globalized/Culturally Aware Student/Teacher, 
she connected the books Bang! (Flake, 2007), Tree 
Girl (Mikaelsen, 2005), and Mexican White Boy (De la 
Peña, 2010) with Dr. S.’s seminar and other courses 
that she had completed. She writes, 

I love . . . when classes begin to relate to one another . . . 
and to life . . . . Dr. S. discussed the role of education as a 
social institution for this identity construction and further 
understanding of the cultural influences that accompany 
identity . . . not only dependent on legal status, but on one’s 
cultural sense of belonging . . . .

In her blog, Cindy continued to reflect on the 
three novels—Mexican White Boy and Danny’s strug-
gles with his own identity, the political underpinnings 
and issues of culture and border crossing presented in 
the book Tree Girl, and the ways that a family copes 
with the death of a child in the book Bang!—and 
challenged her peers with the following question: 
“Does your perspective on teaching some of the books 
that we are reading as a class change based on your 
own personal connections to these books?” Her peers 
responded:

Cathy: . . . Culturally diverse, am I prepared? Profes-
sionally, yes, personally, no. I have been taught up 
the waaazoo about how to be culturally sensitive. 
. . . we all know culture is not limited to ethnic 
background or race . . . . What’s been on my mind 
lately is the “migration” I am about to make. We 
“Northerners” have a very different culture from 
the lovely people in the South. The way we interact 
professionally, speak, socialize personally, EAT, 
dress . . . it all varies from school to school, from 
town to town, from state to state . . . . From East 
coast to West coast . . . I’ve studied abroad before, 
but I don’t think anything has prepared me to move 
from where I have lived for 22 years.

Cindy: It’s nice to have someone who will be experi-
encing a big culture shock with me. . . . It’s funny 
because life is all about “border crossing” and “cul-
ture leaping.” We will make it . . . I promise.

Barb: Thanks for bringing up Dr. S’s lecture! I was 
there and I also saw some great connections and it 
caused me to consider my cultural thinking. This is 
right on time for me to begin my student teaching 
next fall in [Big Town], which is one of the most 
diverse towns I know of. . . . It is so hard to define 
culture and I think it is important for us as teach-
ers to have our students examine their multiple 
cultures, whether they are from another country 
or not. Everyone has multiple cultures and it is 

The Ning made class  
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important to recognize and appreciate them! I love 
making connections between my classes, my field 
studies, my readings. ANYTHING I can wrap my 
brain around. If I can find how something relates, 
it makes my learning so much easier and my 
understanding deeper. I definitely see how Bang, 
Tree Girl, and Mexican White Boy all relate to one 
another and with the topic of transmigration.

What is interesting in this blog is that these stu-
dents were helping each other out as they were com-
ing to terms with their own biases, and their reflec-
tions on diversity influenced others as they wrestled 
with the contents of the lecture, their other classes, 
and the books that they were reading. Throughout 
this blog and its comments, students were valuing the 
opinions and views of others, discussing how their 
courses have prepared them to be teachers, and basi-
cally experiencing an “aha” moment as all that they 
have learned began to come together and connect. 

Students used the Ning to construct knowledge 
and critically think about the books they were reading 
for this course. The Ning proved to be an outstanding 
tool for this class because it gave students the time to 
respond to the novels and to each other with breadth 
and depth.

Final Thoughts

This article attempts to add to the emerging literature 
on what a social network classroom could look like 
with young adults. Blogs on the Ning were used to 
create discussion groups to enhance conversations 
about young adult literature and build a positive 
learning community. Social networks not only bring 
together a community of people who share an inter-
est, they also allow them to talk to each other on 
their own terms. Zawilinski (2009) reminds us of how 
literature response blogs can provide students with an 
“out of school” tool as a different means to respond to 
literature (p. 653). 

After a careful analysis of the electronic conversa-
tions, I can conclude that the asynchronous nature 
of online discussions encouraged students to think 
deeply about their reactions to the books and to other 
members’ responses. Online entries allowed students 
the time to respond thoughtfully to their peers’ post-
ings. This finding is similar to those of Larson (2009) 

and Grisham and Wolsey (2006), in which students’ 
entries created a more authentic discussion than a 
traditional face-to-face discussion would in a litera-
ture circle. As Larson (2009) points out, online reader 
response encourages students to “respond deeply to 
the literature, share their ideas with others, and care-
fully consider multiple perspectives and thoughts” (p. 
646). Furthermore, using the Ning allowed students 
the time they needed to reflect and respond to the 
literature, as well as to think critically about the com-
plexity of the characters and themes. As Grisham and 
Wolsey (2006) indicate, “When students are given the 
opportunity and appropri-
ate structures, they are 
competent and willing to 
think critically about com-
plex situations and to work 
together to construct an 
understanding” (p. 648).

It became appar-
ent that undergraduate 
students were learning 
through their interactions 
with other members of the 
class. They were refining 
their identities as teachers 
as they wrestled with the pros and cons of the issues 
and themes in the books that they were reading. They 
were encouraging each other, sympathizing with the 
characters in the books, and mentoring each other as 
they shared their thoughts and reflections. They were 
not only dialoguing and connecting to young adult 
literature, they were also making text-to-text, text-
to-self, and text-to-world connections as they made 
associations between this course and other courses 
and lectures. 

Finally, the students gained a sense of authority 
over the use of the technology, while also experienc-
ing the collaborative nature of a blog in which public 
discourse generated enthusiasm for engaging in 
written communication. Thus, although the students 
met the goals of the curriculum—to engage in read-
ing Adolescent Literature and plan lessons and units 
based on the literature—they also saw the benefit of 
using an online social network as a public collabora-
tive writing space and could envision ways in which 
such an environment could enrich the educational 
lives of their future students. As one student said, 

Social networks not only 

bring together a commu-

nity of people who share 

an interest, they also al-

low them to talk to each 

other on their own terms.
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“The Ning has shown me that I can create small, pri-
vate networks for my classes, which I fully intend to 
use as a teacher. Having people post responses to their 
readings is a great way to track who is reading and 
how they understand the materials; it also generates 
opportunities for talking points in class.”

As exemplified in this small study, the blog posts 
and comments issued by these undergraduate students 
created an important form of social interaction—one 
of the goals of social networks. While posting their 
blogs on the Ning provided these undergraduates with 
the opportunities to express their thoughts, concerns, 
and dilemmas about the books that they were reading, 
comments by their peers gave them the opportunity 
and the time to collaborate, encourage, and support 
each other.

Kim Richard is an assistant professor in the School of 
Education at St. Joseph College in West Hartford, Con-
necticut, where she specializes in literacy education. 
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Not Your Typical Summer School  
Program
Reading Young Adult Literature in Freedom Schools

Susan L. Groenke, Theresa Evans Venable, Stephanie Hill, Ann Bennett

School-based summer programs often maintain a nar-
row focus on the mechanics of reading or remediation 
of perceived reading difficulties. Not so with Freedom 
Schools, whose main goal is to help African American 
youth “fall in love with books” and experience an 
“overwhelming desire to read” (Children’s Defense 
Fund, 2010). 

Underlying the Freedom Schools movement is the 
knowledge that a correlation exists between voluntary 
reading, civic engagement, and positive life outcomes. 

Grounded in the history of Black 
slavery, the Mississippi Freedom 
Summer of 1964, and African 
American pedagogy, the Freedom 
Schools program “holds sacred the 
two goals of freedom and literacy. 
Literacy is inseparable from the 
struggle for freedom because educa-
tion interrogates power” (Jackson & 
Boutte, 2009, p. 110).

At Freedom Schools, scholars 
are encouraged to make connec-
tions between the issues they read 
about each day and ways they can 
empower themselves and their 
communities. The program builds 

At Freedom Schools, 

scholars are encouraged 

to make connections 

between the issues they 

read about each day and 

ways they can empower 

themselves and their com-

munities.

It’s 8:30 a.m. on an already-hot June day, and 50 
young people—predominantly African Ameri-
can youth, grades 3–8—attending the Children’s 

Defense Fund (CDF) Freedom Schools program at the 
local youth community center are singing the moti-
vational song “Something Inside So Strong.” Singing 
songs, clapping hands, and reciting chants are part 
of “Harambee,” a Kiswahili word meaning “all pull 
together,” which marks the beginning of each day 
at Freedom Schools. The idea is to get all the young 
people (called “scholars”) pepped 
up and motivated to spend the day 
reading and learning how to make 
a difference in their lives and in the 
lives of others. 

Obviously, the Freedom 
Schools program doesn’t offer your 
typical summer enrichment. Some 
summer enrichment programs fo-
cus on pairing low-income adoles-
cents with positive role models and 
mentors (e.g., “Big Buddy”; “Big 
Brothers/Big Sisters”) or improv-
ing graduation rates and providing 
access to postsecondary education 
(e.g., “Project GRAD”; “Gear Up”). 

          I know that I can make it
          Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong

    —from “Something Inside So Strong,” music and lyrics by Labi Siffre, 1988
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on the theme of “I Can Make a Difference,” and culmi-
nates in a “Day of Social Action.” Ultimately, reading 
and empowerment are at the heart of the Freedom 
Schools movement, as are “dimensions of African 
American culture . . . that schools are lacking . . . 
(e.g., spirituality, harmony, verve, creativity, move-
ment, affect, communalism, expressive individualism, 
social time perspective, and oral tradition)” (Jackson 
& Boutte, 2009, p. 110).

Why Freedom Schools? 

Preventing Summer Reading Setback
The founder of the Freedom Schools program, Marian 
Wright Edelman, and national director, Dr. Jeanne 
Middleton-Hairston, are aware of the long history of 
research that describes the significant link between 
summer access to books and reading achievement. As 
Heyns (1978) reported, “The single summer activity 
that is most strongly and consistently related to sum-
mer learning is reading” (p. 161). More recently, Kim 
(2004) found that summer reading activity stemmed 
summer setback in a sample of 6th-grade students in 
an urban school system. In 2006, Kim reported on a 
single summer intervention that provided 252 random-
ly selected low-income 4th graders in 10 schools with 
books to read during the summer months. The study 
found small positive effects on reading achievement as 
measured by standardized tests, and gains were espe-
cially evident among African American students. 

In an experimental, longitudinal study, Allington 
et al. (2007) found that high-poverty students who 
had access to books over the summer scored signifi-
cantly higher on standardized tests than children 
without such access. Both Kim (2004) and Allington 
et al. (2007) found that easy access to varied read-
ing materials in the summer correlated with reading 
volume, and increased summer reading improved fall 
reading proficiency. In a 2009 evaluative study of the 
Freedom Schools program, researchers saw reading 
levels as measured by the Basic Reading Inventory 
rise for 60% of its 51 program participants (Portwood, 
Parara-Rogers, & Taylor). 

We know that students from low-income fami-
lies have more restricted access to reading material 
at home than their more advantaged peers do (Con-
stantino, 2005). Neuman and Celano (2001) found 
roughly 10 times greater access to reading material in 

higher-income neighborhoods than in lower-income 
neighborhoods in the same large urban center. As 
researchers have shown, providing low-income youth 
easy access to books and rich literacy models in the 
summer is certainly one way to raise literacy achieve-
ment and motivate voluntary reading. This is one of 
the reasons why Freedom Schools exist, but this is 
only part of the story.

A Necessary Counter-Story
The lyrics to “Something Inside So Strong,” two lines 
of which open this article, reference the idea that 
African American youth are being “done wrong” in 
public schools: public schooling in the US has been 
unsuccessful in improving the school experiences and 
academic achievement of African American students 
(Jackson & Boutte, 2009, p. 109). There are many who 
believe that African American students do not read or 
like to read. Solórzano & Yosso (2002) explain that it 
is important to recognize the power of White privilege 
and domination in the construction of such narratives, 
or “majoritarian stories” that serve to “distort and 
[silence] the experiences of people of color” (p. 29). 

For example, when impoverished African Ameri-
can youth attending high-minority/high-poverty 
schools score poorly on standardized reading achieve-
ment tests, the standard “majoritarian” story would 
have us believe that students of color (and their 
families) are 1) literacy-poor; 2) struggling, reluctant 
readers who place a low value on reading; 3) “cultur-
ally deficit” and short on optimism and a strong work 
ethic to persevere in education (cf. Ogbu & Simons, 
1998); and 4) lacking in cognitive skills that, when 
learned or gained, unlock reading comprehension. 
Some claim minority youth come from an “anti-
intellectual strain, which subtly but decisively teaches 
them from birth not to embrace school-work too 
whole-heartedly” (qtd. in Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 
31). 

Freedom Schools serve as a powerful and much-
needed counter-story to these discourses, proving that 
they can successfully engage African American youth 
with reading and civic engagement, and that African 
American youth are indeed avid, passionate, skilled 
readers.

As Jackson and Boutte (2009) explain:

The goal of African-centered education is not to prepare 
children to fit within the present [educational] system, but 
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to revolutionize the system toward the promise of democ-
racy articulated in the documents (but not the deeds) that 
shaped America. Hence, Freedom Schools employ the use 
of counternarrative strategies [that] oppose the dominant 
society’s notions about the intellectual capacity of African 
Americans, the role of learning in their lives, the meaning 
and purpose of school, and the power of their intellect. 
(p. 110)

In what follows, we describe the Integrated Read-
ing Curriculum (IRC) that is the core of the Free-
dom Schools’ summer program and the young adult 
literature specifically selected for use by the Level III 
scholars (grades 6–8) in the program. 

The Freedom Schools’ Integrated  
Reading Curriculum

Twice a year, a committee comprised of teachers, 
school media specialists, university professors, Free-
dom Schools site project directors, and members of 
the Coretta Scott King book award committee meet at 
the Haley Farm in Clinton, Tennessee, to read mul-
ticultural young adult literature and select the books 
that the Level III scholars will read in the six-week 
summer program. It is expected that each week, the 
Level III scholars will read a different, whole young 
adult novel that young people may not know about. 
The committee’s rationale for reading a novel in its 
entirety is that young people need practice reading 
longer, sustained, complete texts (rather than short 
excerpts from texts or worksheets) in order to bet-
ter understand and monitor such literary elements as 
theme, plot, and character development. The commit-
tee also feels the need to introduce books to African 
American youth that feature characters who look and 
talk like they do. Committee members believe that 
non-White students need to know that authors of sub-
stance and value come from their culture. 

It is well known that there is a lack of multicul-
tural literature in use in public middle and high school 
language arts/English classrooms. As Applebee (1989) 
and Stallworth, Gibbons, and Fauber (2006) suggest, 
many language arts and English teachers continue to 
teach the same White-male-centered canonical works 
taught over two decades ago (e.g., The Great Gatsby, 
Of Mice and Men, Hamlet). Stallworth et al. (2006) 
further contend that even the multicultural literature 
that is predominantly taught in high schools—To Kill 
a Mockingbird, Invisible Man, Black Boy, Things Fall 

Apart—describes people and events that occurred in 
the past. Thus, students reading such works may get 
the sense that racism and oppression are also things 
of the past or that the racism and oppression some 
students experience on a daily basis out-of-school 
(and in-school) are not important or relevant to their 
teachers or school officials. Stallworth et al. (2006) 
also explain, “It is trou-
bling that [Black Boy and 
Invisible Man] may be the 
only representative litera-
ture about black experi-
ences that students in most 
high schools will read. It 
would be similar to having 
Huck Finn as the single 
spokesperson for the white 
experience” (p. 487). 

Thus, the committee 
looks for novels that will 
resonate with and reflect—in respectful ways—the 
Freedom Schools participants themselves. The youth 
who attended the Freedom Schools program we 
worked with this summer tended to be self-identified 
Black or biracial youth, living below the poverty 
level, usually with an extended family member (e.g., 
grandparent, aunt) or foster family. The novels se-
lected for Freedom Schools readers illuminate these 
social contexts, reflecting what the authors see as an 
accurate, authentic sense of people who live in such 
contexts. In addition, the novels often depict vernacu-
lar language and discourse styles of many African 
Americans, privileging Black oral communication and 
rhetorical strategies. Jackson and Boutte (2009) call 
such literature “liberation literature,” explaining that 
the books chosen for Freedom Schools

. . . allow African American students to have a mirror of 
and window into social, cultural, and historical awareness 
that centers their culture, not as an additive or referent, but 
as a factor worthy of serving as curriculum in its own right. 
These books . . . can be inclusive of authors who are not 
Black, as long as the work reflects the significant features 
of African American children’s literature: (1) celebrates 
the strengths of the Black family as a cultural institution 
and vehicle for survival; (2) bears witness to Black people’s 
determined struggle for freedom, equality, and dignity; (3) 
nurtures the souls of Black children by reflecting back to 
them, both visually and verbally, the beauty and competen-
cies that we as adults see in them; (4) situates itself, through 
its language and its content, within African American literary 
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and cultural contexts; and (5) honors the tradition of story 
as a way of teaching and as a way of knowing. (Bishop qtd. 
in Jackson & Boutte, p. 110) 

Ultimately, all the books chosen for the Freedom 
Schools summer program must meet the criterion of 
being affirming for Black children and their culture.

Additionally, the committee looks for young adult 
novels that fit the theme of Freedom Schools: “I Can 
Make a Difference!” For week one, the novel must 

reflect a character making 
a difference in one’s self 
and promoting a positive 
self-image (Children’s 
Defense Fund, 2010). For 
week two, the novel must 
reflect a character mak-
ing a difference in one’s 
family through positive 
interactions with family 
members, other adults, 
and peers. For week three, 
the novel must depict an 
appreciation and owner-

ship of community and the ability to strengthen one’s 
community. For week four, the novel should depict 
the lives of people who have changed the course of 
this country’s history. For week five, the novel should 
encourage readers to explore the world and what 
they can do to make the world better, as well as what 
obstacles they must overcome to achieve their goals. 
For week six, the novel should depict Americans who 
made a difference in their own lives and the lives of 
others with hope, education, and action. The books 
for this final week should motivate students to do all 
they can to ensure that they get a high quality educa-
tion and empower them to take action to make their 
hopes and dreams become a reality. 

Finally, because the directors of the Freedom 
Schools program do not want the Freedom Schools to 
“feel like school,” the book selection committee also 
designs an activity-oriented, rather than a skills-orient-
ed, curriculum to accompany each book that is taught. 

So what did Freedom Schools Level III scholars 
read this past summer, and what did they have to say 
about the books? In what follows, we describe the 
six young adult books chosen for the 2010 Freedom 
Schools summer program and then share some in-

sights about the Freedom Schools reading experience 
from two program participants. 

Reading Young Adult Literature in  
Freedom Schools

Week One: I Can Make a Difference in My Life 
The first novel the Level III scholars read was Sharon 
G. Flake’s (2007) Begging for Change. In this book, 
due to a domestic “turf war,” Raspberry Hill’s mother 
has been beaten with a metal pipe and lies in a hos-
pital. Raspberry’s father is an alcoholic and a drug 
addict. No wonder Raspberry decides to steal money 
from her well-off friend, Zora, even if it is Zora and 
her father, Dr. Mitchell, who treat Raspberry and her 
mother like family. But Raspberry’s stealing does not 
stop there, and soon she has lost the trust of people 
she cares about most. When her own father steals 
from her, Raspberry begins to wonder if she is any 
different from him. As Raspberry’s mother tells her 
and other thugs on the street, “To be better, you gotta 
want better.” Ultimately, Raspberry must do some 
hard soul-searching to decide who she is going to be 
and what “better” looks like for her. 

Activities that the Level III scholars participated 
in while reading this book included creating self-
portraits, role-playing the conflict between Raspberry 
and Zora, and researching social service agencies that 
could be helpful to people who find themselves home-
less and living on the streets. For this last activity, the 
scholars listed names of agencies in the community, 
investigated the services they provided, and described 
how those services could be helpful to people in the 
community.

Week Two: I Can Make a Difference in My Family
Next, the scholars read Joseph by Shelia P. Moses 
(2008). This young adult novel tells the story of 
14-year-old Joseph Flood, who is a victim of his 
mother’s chronic drug abuse. Spending all of the child 
support money sent by Joseph’s dad, who is away 
fighting in Iraq, Joseph’s mother lands the two in a 
homeless shelter. Joseph has the opportunity to go 
live with his mother’s sister in the suburbs, where he 
can attend a good school and join the tennis team. But 
Joseph does not want to leave his mother. Who will 
look out for her? Who will take care of her? Joseph 
must navigate the slippery slope between loyalty to 
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family and self as he scrapes out a stable future for 
himself.

Activities accompanying this book included draw-
ing family portraits, conducting research on alcohol/
drug abuse, role-playing conflict resolution strategies, 
and identifying things young people can do to help 
others living in poverty.

Week Three: I Can Make a Difference in My 
Community
For week three, the scholars read another Sharon G. 
Flake novel, Bang! (2005). This young adult novel 
depicts the violence that mars some impoverished 
urban neighborhoods and the constant state of terror 
its residents live in as a result. Mann, the main char-
acter, has just seen his little brother, Joseph, shot to 
death on the front porch of their house—an innocent 
victim in the wrong place at the wrong time. Mann’s 
mother and father are grieving in their own ways, 
none of which are helpful to Mann, who has started 
smoking weed with his best friend, Kee-Lee, and skip-
ping school. When Mann’s father decides Joseph was 
shot because he was “too soft,” he abandons Mann 
and Kee-Lee miles from town and tells them to find 
their own way back home. Mann’s journey back to 
self-hood is fraught with violence, disappointment, 
mistakes, and regrets, but Mann ultimately decides 
what kind of man he is going to be and what it might 
take for Black men to stop killing one another. 

Activities accompanying this book included 
discussing Sharon G. Flake’s poem that opens the 
book, “Boys Ain’t Men . . . Yet,” creating cards com-
memorating people who have died in the community, 
researching news articles regarding deaths in their 
neighborhoods, and comparing Luther Vandross’s 
song, Dance with My Father Again, to the book. 

Week Four: I Can Make a Difference in My Country
During week four, Level III scholars read Phillip 
Hoose’s (2009) National Book Award-winning Clau-
dette Colvin: Twice Toward Justice. This nonfictional 
work gives voice to the 15-year-old girl who refused 
to give up her seat to a White woman on a segregated 
bus nine months before Rosa Parks did. But instead 
of being celebrated, like Rosa Parks was, Claudette 
found herself shunned by her classmates and ignored 
by the Black leaders of Montgomery, Alabama. Why 
was Claudette shunned and ignored? Why did she not 

get credit for jumpstarting the Civil Rights Movement? 
This book answers these questions and elucidates a 
little-known piece of American history.

Activities accompanying this book included 
watching and discussing Reginald Bullock’s You-
Tube video, “A War for Your Soul”; creating a visual 
timeline of the events taking place in Montgomery, 
Alabama, in 1955; identifying civil rights issues that 
continue to plague their communities; and conduct-
ing research on the “Cradle to Prison Pipeline” and 
creating a commercial about its content (The “Cradle 
to Prison Pipeline” is a CDF report—see http://www.
childrensdefense.org/child-research-data-publications/
data/cradle-prison-pipeline-report-2007-full-highres.
html). 

Week Five: I Can Make a Difference in the World
For week five, scholars read Sharon Draper’s (2008) 
Coretta Scott King Book Award-winning young adult 
novel, Copper Sun. This novel, told in two voices, de-
picts the lives of Amari, an African girl brutally stolen 
from her homeland and enslaved on a rice plantation 
in Charleston, South Carolina, and Polly, a White in-
dentured servant girl hired to help Amari learn English 
and her place in the new racialized hierarchy. Gradu-
ally, the two become friends and seek their freedom 
together, although as Amari reminds Polly, she can 
escape at any time and not be killed, because her skin 
color will always protect her. 

Accompanying activities included discussing 
Countee Cullen’s poem “Heritage” that opens the 
book; tracing the sun motif while reading; locating 
South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida on US maps; 
comparing the plight of Mexican immigrants to slaves; 
tracing the route to freedom Amari and Polly took; 
and reading Tom Feelings’s (1995) adult picturebook, 
The Middle Passage: White Ships/Black Cargo, about 
the horrific transatlantic slave journey that claimed 
millions of lives and brought enslaved Africans to 
their American prisons.

Week Six: With Hope, Education, and Action, I 
Can Make a Difference!
Finally, for the last week of Freedom Schools, the 
Level III scholars read David Colbert’s (2009) young 
adult biography, Michelle Obama: An American 
Story. This rich biographical portrait traces Michelle 
Obama’s life from her ancestors, who were slaves on 
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a rice plantation in South Carolina, to her working-
class, Southside Chicago childhood and her rise as one 
of the most influential women living today. Unique 
to this biographical telling, Colbert contextualizes 
Michelle Obama’s life story within larger movements 
in African American history: slavery, freedom, the 
Reconstruction era, the Civil Rights movement, and 
finally, the 21st century.

Activities accompanying this book included con-
ducting research on Ivy League (e.g., Yale, Princeton) 
and Historically Black Colleges or Universities (e.g., 
Claflin, Allen, Benedict), including a look at male/
female ratios, majors offered, and cost of attendance; 
researching the Urban Prep Academy and debating 
whether or not integration or isolation in schools is 
better; and describing dream jobs and what it will take 
to land one.

What Do Freedom Schools Scholars Say 
About the Books?

Four months after the Freedom Schools program 
ended, we interviewed DaShaun and Brittany (pseud-
onyms), brother-and-sister Level III scholars who 
participated in the 2010 Freedom Schools program in 
Knoxville, Tennessee. Even though it had been some 
time since DaShaun and Brittany had participated in 
the program, they were excited to talk about the books 
and could recall specific details and provide thorough 
summaries about each book. When asked how they 
could remember so much about the books, DaShaun 
and Brittany explained that they had continued to 
read the books over and over again since the program 
ended. When asked why they read the books again 
and again, Brittany responded, “They’re that good,” 
and explained that she had read Begging for Change 
and Copper Sun “at least 2–3 times” and “[shared] and 
[talked] about the books with her friends” (personal 
communication, October 26, 2010). Both DaShaun and 
Brittany looked for the books in their school library. 
Brittany stated that she also looks for other books 
by the authors Sharon G. Flake, Sharon Draper, and 
Shelia P. Moses. When we asked DaShaun and Brit-
tany if they would have known about these young 
adult novels or authors if they had not participated 
in Freedom Schools, both responded, “No,” and said 
that they had never heard of these authors before the 
summer program. 

DaShaun and Brittany went on to describe several 
reasons why they liked the young adult novels they 
read during Freedom Schools. Brittany said, “They’re 
contemporary, they’re real. People are like this out in 
the world.” DaShaun explained he liked books that 
showed “violence, but with solutions.” He revealed 
that he liked a “hopeful ending.” Brittany added that, 
“[The characters in these books] think that maybe 
because their dad is a drug addict they may end up 
like that in their life. But you see that they don’t have 
to end up like that.” DaShaun and Brittany also said 
that they felt the books “don’t try to tell you how to 
live your life, but they are examples. They are sug-
gestions.” Brittany elaborated, “If you want to change 
your life, you have to change it yourself, don’t let 
someone else do it for you. You have the power to do 
that” (personal communication, October 26, 2010).

When asked to pick a favorite book from that 
summer’s reading, Brittany said she could not pick 
just one. DaShaun said it would be between Sharon 
Draper’s Copper Sun and Sharon G. Flake’s Bang!, 
which were probably the two most intense books of 
the six. DaShaun stated, “These set you up for more 
mature books.” 

Brittany was currently re-reading Copper Sun 
for the third time. Both Brittany and DaShaun liked 
Copper Sun because, as DaShaun said, “It relates to 
our heritage,” and Brittany said, “It’s Africa.” They 
both indicated that they had read books about their 
heritage before, but DaShaun said, “In school, they 
just give you the social studies book,” and Brittany ex-
plained, “It’s like ‘just read it.’ It’s no details, it’s like 
‘slavery was blah, blah, blah.’” DaShaun added, “It 
will show you like 17 peoples’ points of views in the 
textbook, but in [Copper Sun], you get one person’s 
point of view and you get to see how they felt and 
how they reacted to the situations they were in.” 

When we asked if they thought Copper Sun was 
too intense or hard to read in some places (Amari 
is raped repeatedly in the book) and told them that 
some teachers may not think the book is appropriate 
for middle school readers, Brittany declared, “We’re 
mature enough to handle it. And all the details let 
the people know about what really happened. Some 
books don’t tell you the truth . . . you gotta let the 
people know” (personal communication, October 26, 
2010).
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DaShaun liked what he called the “realistic fic-
tion” books, but he did not like the nonfictional works 
(Claudette Colvin; Michelle Obama) as much, because 
he said that he “couldn’t relate to these in any way.” 
DaShaun believed that they were like “social studies 
books, not like stories.” DaShaun furthered stated that 
“I’m not saying they weren’t good, I’m just saying 
they didn’t hook me in like the others did.” Brittany 
said she was inspired by Claudette Colvin’s story 
about a teenager who stood up for justice, and she 
liked reading about how Michelle Obama met her 
future husband. 

We think it is safe to say these novels made quite 
an impact on DaShaun and Brittany, who described 
intense reactions and responses to the books. That 
DaShaun and Brittany revisit these books when they 
don’t have to, and look to these books as both mirrors 
and windows reflective of their own and others’ lives 
reinforces the importance of putting multicultural 
young adult literature in young people’s hands.

We ended the interview with questions about 
DaShaun’s and Brittany’s experiences as readers in 
school. Both DaShaun and Brittany are 8th graders in 
Honors reading classes at their urban middle school. 
DaShaun and Brittany indicated that they predomi-
nantly read short stories out of the textbook (e.g., 
“Raymond’s Run” and “The Tell-Tale Heart”) and not 
novels in class. They said that they do not read books 
in school like they read at Freedom Schools. When 
asked if DaShaun and Brittany felt that their teach-
ers really knew them as readers, both replied “No.” 
Brittany explained that if her teachers really knew 
her and what she liked to read, mystery books and 
romance/drama books would be available in class for 
independent reading. DaShaun expressed that many 
of his teachers didn’t know he loved comic books and 
graphic novels. He stated that he was expected to read 
every day, but all he was able to do with his read-
ing was write in his journal about it. He said that the 
teacher collected his journals and gave him grades for 
doing the writing. Both he and Brittany acknowledged 
that they wanted opportunities to talk about what they 
read, like they had in Freedom Schools, instead of 
always writing about what they read. 

Conclusion: Stemming the Tide of  
“Readicide”

As we have described in this article, the Freedom 
Schools’ summer program serves as a necessary 
counter-story to negative discourses about minority 
adolescent readers, and as research has shown, the 
program motivates reading engagement and achieve-
ment. Therefore, we think the program also serves 
as a resistant force to what California award-winning 
teacher and author Kelly Gallagher (2009) deems “rea-
dicide,” an overemphasis on testing in public schools 
that is killing students’ love and joy of reading. Much 
research supports the fact that reading engagement 
and motivation increase when students get to choose 
what they read and, when given opportunities to 
choose, teens choose to read young adult literature 
over more canonical works (Cole, 2008). 

Unfortunately, however, less and less time in Eng-
lish classes is devoted to the instruction of whole nov-
els; even less time is focused on instruction around 
multicultural young adult literature or independent 
reading time. As former IRA president Richard Al-
lington (2005) suggests, school reading programs 
designed to raise test scores actually limit the volume 
of in-school reading, even though a potent relation-
ship exists between volume of reading and reading 
achievement. Allington further contends that what 
really matters in raising reading achievement is giving 
kids time to read a lot, giving kids books they can 
read, and helping kids learn to read fluently (which 
depends on reading volume and access to books). 

In school, adolescents learn to associate reading 
with passing a test. Layer the stress of taking high-
stakes tests with the invisibility and lack of affirmation 
of the worldviews of diverse adolescents in typical 
classroom content, and it becomes clearer why read-
ing disengagement among youth might ensue. This 
does not mean adolescents become nonreaders or do 
not want to read: this means they become “dormant” 
readers or “underground” readers (Miller, 2009), who 
must rely on programs like Freedom Schools to affirm 
their reading identities. 

We wish it did not have to be this way: We wish 
we did not need programs like Freedom Schools, be-
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cause all young people are being affirmed as capable 
readers in public schools, and multiple purposes for 
reading are celebrated in school curricula. Sadly, 
this is not the case, especially in public schools that 
struggle to meet federally mandated accountability 
demands. Thus, we second the emotion Brittany ex-
pressed at the end of our interview, “Thank goodness 
for Freedom Schools!”
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Outside the Classroom: 
Celebrating YA Lit at the English Festival

Gary M. Salvner

area teachers, university professors, and the commu-
nity itself.

This issue of The ALAN Review is shaped by the 
theme “What Does YA Literature Look Like in Spaces 
Other than the Classroom?” The YSU English Festival 
provides a case study answer to that question.

The YSU Festival 

What is this program called the English Festival? 
Founded in 1978, the Youngstown State English Fes-
tival is an annual celebration of reading and writing. 
Students are invited to the Festival in the fall through 
their schools (approximately 175 middle and high 
schools in our region of Northeast Ohio and Western 
Pennsylvania participate each year); to attend, they 
must read seven books on a preapproved booklist. 
While there is no stipulation that these titles be YA, 
most of them are. The book selection policy reveals 
the program’s intentions:

The aims are to encourage students to read more, thereby 
improving all of their communication skills; to enhance their 
interest and enjoyment in reading, thereby building pleasur-
able and positive associations with reading as an activity; 
to indicate to students that “literature” is not merely an 
academic course but can and should be an integral part of 
their lives; to introduce students to authors and works of suf-
ficient caliber to lead students to a recognition of and respect 
for writing of high quality; and to develop a lifelong taste 
for works of superior literary quality. (Youngstown State 
University English Festival Information Brochure, p. 22 )

Once enrolled through their schools, students 
spend the fall and early winter reading the titles on 
the Festival list. As spring approaches, teachers do an 

In the 1976 Coda to her seminal work Literature as 
Exploration, Louise Rosenblatt characterizes effec-
tive literature study with a metaphor: 

In the teaching of literature, then, we are basically helping 
our students to learn to perform in response to a text. In 
this respect we are perhaps closer to the voice teacher, even 
the swimming coach, than we are to the teacher of history 
or botany. The reader performs the poem or the novel, as 
the violinist performs the sonata. But the instrument on 
which the reader plays, and from which he evokes the work, 
is—himself. (p. 279)

I’ve often thought of that performance metaphor 
during my 30-plus-year love affair with a program 
sponsored by my university, the Youngstown English 
Festival. The English Festival is a program to encour-
age and reward reading and writing among young 
people in grades 7 through 12, and it uses young adult 
literature as an anchor for the experience. That the 
Festival emerged from a university English department 
(that “ivory tower” of literary history and criticism) 
is remarkable. That it has survived, even thrived, for 
more than three decades defies all logic, for it is a 
profoundly challenging program to pull off each year, 
requiring thousands of dollars in grants and contribu-
tions, hundreds of volunteers, and untold hours of 
planning and effort from an organizing committee 
that, to put it bluntly, has no common sense about a 
proper investment of time and energy. By all mea-
sures, the Festival should have been buried by its 
own demands decades ago. That it hasn’t speaks to 
the opportunities it presents for young readers and 
writers, and for the intangible rewards it provides for 
everyone involved in the experience—young readers, 
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informal check (through writing assignments, quizzes, 
or conversations) to verify that students have read the 
Festival books and are prepared for the event. This 

school, we reserve two full days for these students 
because response is so great at this level. Hundreds of 
students are turned away each year, the largest por-
tion of them in grades 7 through 9.

The English Festival itself is a juggernaut. Stu-
dents arrive at our student center around nine, are 
welcomed to campus, and are quickly sent off to their 
first sessions. The day is divided into five periods and, 
through a tracking system, students attend a variety 
of workshops, discussions, and competitions. These 
include impromptu writing contests (in which they 
respond to topics about the Festival books); writing 
game competitions (in which they collaborate with 
students from other schools on fanciful writing tasks); 
poetry and prose workshops; “renga riot” poetry-
writing contests; “not-so-trivial-pursuit” contests, 
challenging students to recall essential details from the 
books; “insight” sessions, which make use of uni-
versity faculty or community volunteers to lead book 
discussions; journalism workshops, during which stu-
dent journalists interview authors or others associated 
with book topics; writing labs, which are noncompeti-
tive collaborative writing workshops used to enhance 
students’ awareness of the elements and pleasures of 
writing successfully; presentations featuring the win-
ning entries in the art and music competitions; talks 
by young adult literature experts or librarians about 
recommended YA authors and titles; presentations 
by university faculty from other disciplines whose 
expertise relates to book topics (e.g., biology faculty 
to explicate the science in John Fleischman’s Phineas 
Gage: A Gruesome but True Story about Brain Science 
[2002] or art faculty to provide additional context for 
Sandra Jordan and Jan Greenberg’s Vincent Van Gogh: 
Portrait of an Artist [2001]); and, finally (and very 
important), presentations by at least one young adult 
author whose books are represented on the reading 
list.

We’ve been bringing YA authors to campus for 
30 years, and we are at the point where the Festival 
would probably not survive without them, so vital are 
they to students’ expectations. As anyone who has 
sponsored an “author day” at school can attest, most 
young readers normally see writers as removed from 
them (and often, sadly, dead). Allowing students to 
hear a writer talk about how a book is crafted—par-
ticularly a book that they have read—increases their 
understanding of what writing is, how stories are 

The Shuttlesworth children

relatively simple step is important for several reasons. 
First, it sends a message to students that the English 
Festival is asking something from them. This is not a 
free day from school but rather an alternative educa-
tional experience, and for it to be successful, students 
must have prepared themselves through reading. 
Second, because the English Festival is an immensely 
successful program, we have had to limit the number 
of students attending from each school. The message 
for students is that Festival participation is a privilege, 
and if they do not read to prepare themselves, there 
are other students ready to take their place who are 
prepared.

Students are also invited to participate in pre-
Festival competitions. These include the Candace Gay 
Memorial Essay Contest, a writing competition that 
invites response to the books; an art contest in which 
students create original works that would be suitable 
for cover or promotional art for a book on the reading 
list; and the Jeremy Salvner Memorial Music Contest, 
in which students compose original music inspired by 
a character or event in one of the stories. 

The English Festival itself occurs in April. Because 
of its scale, it takes three consecutive days to com-
plete, with nearly 3,000 attendees annually. Senior 
high students (grades 10–12) attend on Wednesday, 
and different groups of junior high/middle school 
students (grades 7–9) attend on Thursday and Friday. 
Despite public claims that student interest in read-
ing and academics drops off precipitously in middle 
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made, and what authors draw upon as the basis for 
their books. Over the years, we’ve hosted a stellar cast 
of YA authors, including Richard Peck, M. E. Kerr, 
Robert Cormier, Chris Crutcher, Naomi Shihab Nye, 
Bruce Brooks, Sue Ellen Bridges, Joan Bauer, Jacque-
line Woodson, Christopher Paul Curtis, Paul Zindel, 
Will Hobbs, William Sleator, Cynthia Voigt, Joseph 
Bruchac, Graham Salisbury, Paul Janeczko, Suzanne 
Fisher Staples, Harry Mazer, Norma Fox Mazer, Sha-
ron Dennis Wyeth, Virginia Euwer Wolff, and Jennifer 
Armstrong. Each year, we sponsor at least one author, 
and in some special anniversary years, we’ve spon-
sored as many as five. (For a complete list of authors 
and further information about the English Festival, 
visit its website: www.ysuenglishfestival.org.) 

We bring other guests to campus, also, to enrich 
the reading/writing experience for students. These 
include academics (e.g., Alleen Pace Nilsen, Ken 
Donelson, Jim Blasingame), librarians (e.g., Nancy 
Pearl), and musicians and performers (e.g., Poetry 
Alive! and blues guitarist Guy Davis). Twice we’ve 
hosted the children of Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, 
whose childhood involvement in the Civil Rights 
Movement was featured in Ellen Levine’s Freedom’s 
Children (1993). In a sense, this was like having char-
acters from a book present, and students were moved 
by their stories of the equal rights struggle, as well as 
by their passion and decency.

Each Festival day ends in an awards ceremony 
in which student readers and writers are recognized 
for their accomplishments. It has been a longstanding 
intention of the Festival to recognize many students at 
this event, not just a select few. So, for example, there 
are 30 honorable mention prizes in the impromptu 
writing contest and multiple teams of students who 
win in writing games. In all, more than 200 students 
march to the stage each Festival afternoon to receive 
books, merchandise, and cash awards that total more 
than $20,000 annually. And the students in the audi-
ence? They cross their fingers for their names to be 
called, and they cheer, stomp, do the wave, and oth-
erwise go a little nuts each time someone from their 
school comes forward. Robert Cormier, who visited 
the Festival twice, likened the awards ceremony to a 
pep rally and was ecstatic to see young readers and 
writers, instead of athletes, being acclaimed by their 
peers for their accomplishments.

So that’s a snapshot of the Youngtown English 
Festival, but it’s not yet a full answer to the question, 
“What does YA literature look like in spaces other 
than the classroom?” For that, a bit more context is 
needed.

The Pleasure of Reading outside of the 
Classroom

In his provocative book about young people and read-
ing, Better than Life (1999), Daniel Pennac tells the 
story of a young boy who, first captured by the magic, 

Joan Bauer at the festival in 2004

the “alchemy” of reading, somehow loses that magic, 
that pleasure, as he proceeds to school and into ado-
lescence. Pennac is an equal-opportunity scold about 
how this happens, placing responsibility for the loss 
of reading joy and competence upon parents, schools, 
and a culture of immediate, nonprint fixations. “How 
did books become objects?” he asks. “A curious meta-
morphosis: magic working backwards toward banal-
ity” (p. 58). Referring to parents’ roles in the reading 
development of this young person, he notes, “First, 
we were his storyteller. Later, we became his accoun-
tant” (p. 59).

In discussing the role of schools in this transfor-
mation of a young, curious reader into a nonreader, 
Pennac notes what often happens when teachers 
replace the experience of reading itself with external 
expectations about reading:

Those of us who read and say we want to spread the love 
of reading, much of the time we’d rather be commenta-
tors, interpreters, analysts, critics, biographers, exegetes 
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of works silenced by our pious respect for their greatness. 
Imprisoned in the fortress of our expertise, the language of 
books is replaced by our own language. Instead of letting 
the intelligence of stories speak through us, we turn to our 
own intelligence and talk for the stories. We have stopped 
being the messengers of literature, and turned into the fer-
vent guardians of a temple whose miracles we praise with 
the very words that close its doors. You must read! You 
must read! (p. 112).

Let me categorically say at this point that, what-
ever Pennac’s point here, mine is not to blatantly 
indict teachers as a primary cause of students’ loss of 
reading pleasure. Certainly some understand and are 
committed to transferring the love of reading more 
than others, but regardless of dedication and passion, 
these teachers are like Sisyphus, endlessly rolling the 
reading boulder up the hill and having it rumble back 
down, often through no fault of their own. 

In another essay about literature teaching in 
schools, I’ve observed what many others have noted 
long before me—that the very structures within 
schools, even their very goals, inflict this damage on 
the love of reading: 

“One of the problems that plague many literature classes 
is that of authority, in which students see themselves as 
subservient to, and controlled by, both the text being read 
and the teacher who chooses the text and directs the read-
ing” (Salvner, 2000, p. 94). 

Grades do this, and so do state assessments and 
accountability measures that reduce literature to a 
process of reading for facts (e.g., Who is Dimmes-

dale in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter?), 
for inference (e.g., What is the scarlet letter symbolic 
of?), even for cultural knowledge (e.g., What does The 
Scarlet Letter reveal about Puritanism?).

Another impediment to reading pleasure can 
sometimes be the literature itself. In other words, liter-
ary works sometimes carry their own authority. Con-
sider the weight of the label “classic” upon reading. 
The implication of the title is that others have ascribed 
greatness to the work, have labeled it as “timeless” 
or “important” or “profound.” Reading under those 
circumstances is pressured by expectation, responsi-
bility, and accountability not only to the text, but also 
to the traditions of literature.

There is no escaping this authority on some level. 
Virginia Monseau alludes to it in her article on student 
response, “Seeing Ourselves in the Mirror: Students 
and Teachers as a Community of Readers” (2000), 
in which she makes use of Walker Gibson’s distinc-
tion between the “real” reader engaging a text and a 
“mock” reader “whose mask and costume the indi-
vidual takes on in order to experience the language” 
(p. 79). All readers, in other words, are compelled to 
accept constraints set up by the author of the work. 
All readers are invited into a story through an inter-
esting narrator, a compelling situation, and carefully 
chosen language; those who accept the invitation have 
access to the rewards of the experience, while those 
who cannot, or will not, engage the experience will 
conclude that the book is “not for them” or, to put it 
more crassly, is “not a good book.” This is another 
characterization of authority. A book sets up premises, 
expectations, and demands for a reader; the reader 
chooses to play along, or not.

Enter young adult literature and a lesson of the 
English Festival. One of our Festival aims is “to help 
students become lifelong readers,” and such develop-
ment hangs partly on employing a collection of works 
that “invite a student in”—that, in other words, allow 
a student with authority over, or experience with, 
what it means to be young, to bring that experience 
to his or her reading and become a “mock reader” 
who believes in, and thus accepts, the premises of the 
book.

One of the activities of the English Festival is an 
“Insight Session,” which is really nothing more than 
some form of literature discussion. Insights may not 
be appreciably different from what teachers attempt 

Christopher Paul Curtis in 2008
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day after day in their classrooms, but we’ve been im-
pressed by how many teachers conducting these ses-
sions at the Festival report that something here seems 
different, that Festival sessions are engaging, lively, 
boisterous even, while their correlates in schools are 
appreciably less so.

One reason has already been stated—that the Fes-
tival is not adorned or weighted with the authority of 
grades, homework, coercion. Students come willingly 
to our event, and they enter our sessions with a mind-
set more exploratory and adventurous than obedient 
and cautious.

Battle for the Books

But the other factor has to be the works themselves. 
As anyone knows who has watched young readers 
read YA books, adolescents feel a confidence about 
reading these works, not only because they may be 
streamlined and less adorned with plot complexities 
and an overabundance of characters, but also because 
these books are, in some way, about themselves. 
These are their stories, and while they may not have 
experienced everything in a particular book, they do 
understand the adolescent questioning (and some-
times angst) that drives the plot forward. They have 
authority over YA books because they understand 
their premises.

For more than 30 years, we’ve observed young 
people flood to our English Festival with excitement 
and anticipation, and we’ve kept the Festival alive 
only because we can’t possibly imagine cutting off 
that energy if students keep bringing it. This is the 
excitement over reading and writing that sustains all 
teachers, and it has brought us closer to those who 
toil in the classrooms within our region.

The YSU English Festival has also gotten us in 
trouble on occasion, for the same reason that teach-
ers who use lively and honest books also get into 
trouble—censorship. Over the years, some parents, 
teachers, and school administrators have occasion-
ally objected to books on our reading list that contain 
offensive language, references to sex, controversial 
topics, and challenges to authority. One epic battle, 
in 1997, was over our inclusion of the book Letters 
from the Inside (1991) by John Marsden; that battle 
mobilized large parts of the community, including the 
Catholic Diocese of Youngstown, radio talk hosts, lo-

cal newspapers, and many school officials. (For a full 
report on that battle, see my 1998 article “A War of 
Words: Lessons from a Censorship Case.”)

We don’t look for controversy by deliberately 
choosing books that will provoke an angry response, 
but, in a sense, the English Festival is a good place for 
addressing these censorship issues that swirl around 
young adult literature. Because ours is a volunteer ac-
tivity and no students are required to attend, parents 
or young people may simply opt out of the event in a 
particular year if a selected book is unsettling to them. 
(This has not stopped objections, however. Some par-
ents complain that their children are being deprived of 
this wonderful experience because we are using books 
they don’t like, but we can address those concerns 
much more easily than can a teacher who is requiring 
a book for a course unit or lesson.)

Students engaged in a writing activity

During the Letters from the Inside controversy, we 
turned the battle over this book toward a positive end. 
At the Festival, we discussed with students what cen-
sorship is and what some see as “offensive” subject 
matter in books. We also sponsored public sessions 
in which we invited teachers, librarians, and commu-
nity members to engage the same questions. In that 
way, we were contributing to an essential community 
conversation—about young adult books and their 
content, about literature in general, about how stories 
might challenge readers, and about what “truth” is 
in literature. (I’ve frequently heard from complaining 
administrators or parents, “With all the good books 
out there, why did you have to choose that one?”—a 
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perfect opening for conversation about what “good” 
literature is and what we expect stories to do.)

Conclusion

Young adult literature has an important role to play 
in the English classroom, providing as it does compel-
ling reading experiences that young people engage in 
and respond to. YA lit belongs outside the classroom 
also, however, and the YSU English Festival offers 
one test case of its potential there. Establishing an 
environment where reading and writing are celebrated 
rather than tested fulfills the promise for literature that 
Louise Rosenblatt characterized thus:

The literary work is not primarily a document in the history 
of language or society. It is not simply a mirror of, or a report 
on, life. It is not a homily setting forth moral or philosophic 
or religious precepts. As a work of art, it offers a special 
kind of experience. It is a mode of living. The poem, the 
play, the story, is thus an extension, an amplification, of 
life itself. The reader’s primary purpose is to add this kind 
of experience to the other kinds of desirable experience that 
life may offer. (p. 278)

The YSU English Festival recreates this experien-
tial dynamic for literature, and it places YA lit at cen-
ter stage in this enterprise. Teachers in area schools, 
we know, understand the transformative value of 
literature as exploration, but we also understand the 
constraints placed upon schools that distort authentic 
interactions with books. Those of us allied with the 
English Festival see ourselves as partnered with teach-
ers in the effort to share the gift of reading with young 
people. At the Festival, individual readers engage texts 
personally and express their views in discussion ses-
sions, writing, art, and music. At the Festival, young 
readers form communities to collaborate in response 

to books, discovering the pleasure of a shared liter-
ary experience. At the Festival, YA books stand at the 
center, and students, authors, teachers, university 
faculty, and community members gather around them 
and applaud. 

Gary Salvner is a past executive secretary and past 
president of ALAN. A former elementary and secondary 
teacher, he is professor and chair of the Department of 
English, Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH, 
where he teaches courses in children’s and young adult 
literature and English education. 
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Magical Worlds, Real Encounters: 
Race and Magical Realism in Young Adult Fiction

Vandana Saxena

fiction are preoccupied with questioning and destabi-
lizing the conventions and establishments of the adult 
world. While the main function of adolescent litera-
ture is socialization and acculturation, subversion and 
transgression are equally integral elements. 

According to Latham, magical realism offers a 
narrative mode through which adolescent literature 
can achieve the goal of “socialization through subver-
sion” (Latham, 2007, p. 60). This becomes even more 
prominent in the narratives centering on racial en-
counters. Focusing on Louis Sachar’s Holes (1998) and 
Isabel Allende’s City of the Beasts (2002), I argue that 
the magical realist zone of adolescence destabilizes 
the established attitudes and narratives that organize 
racist discourses, hence opening space for renegotia-
tion, revision, and redressing of official history of 
racial encounters. 

In these two texts, as the magical elements desta-
bilize and often take over the realistic elements, they 
also deconstruct the official narratives of the adult 
world, its history, its knowledge systems, all of which 
are imbricated with racist ideologies. Holes and City 
of the Beasts focus on the coming-of-age of young 
American boys as they encounter the racial “others.” 
The texts use a variety of folkloric traditions and 
fantasy motifs like the American tall tale, heroic quest, 
ceremonial initiation rites, and others, along with the 
conventions of literary realism. The encounters, set in 
places that lie outside the borders of the protagonists’ 
cocooned worlds—a juvenile delinquent camp in 
Sachar’s text and the Amazonian forest in Allende’s—
are as real as they are magical. The adolescents are 

One of the defining features of magical realism 
is the way it resonates with the postmod-
ern concern with peripheries and margins. 

The oxymoron that yokes together two antithetical 
realms—that of the magical and the real—explores 
the liminal zone between the two categories, a zone 
where boundaries are blurred, where the two distinct 
currents mix and flow into each other. Since it ques-
tions the tenets of realism, magical realism emerges as 

a mode suited to exploring—and transgressing—boundaries, 
whether the boundaries are ontological, political, geographi-
cal or generic. Magical realism often facilitates the fusion, 
or coexistence, of possible worlds, spaces, systems that 
would be irreconcilable in other modes of fiction. (Zamora 
and Faris, 1995, p. 5-6) 

The present study focuses on the way some young 
adult narratives appropriate the magical realist mode 
of storytelling to explore cross-racial encounters. 

In the context of young adult fiction, a magic real-
ist text can be seen as an epitome of a space that lies 
outside the institutional frameworks that guide and 
frame processes like growth, education, and training, 
a place from where engrained modes of thinking can 
be explored and challenged. It emerges as a narrative 
mode suited to the experience of adolescence in the 
Western culture. Adolescence itself can be seen as the 
liminal space of magical realism. An adolescent can 
be seen as an “other,” an outsider to the categories of 
child and adult, embodying the gap between the two 
states of being in the chronology of growth. Even as 
an adolescent inevitably grows up to become a part 
of his/her cultural milieu, the narratives of adolescent 
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located within a network of politics—a web of social, 
historical, and cultural relationships through which 
they negotiate their encounters with other races, often 
deconstructing the official accounts in the process. 
This leads to the formation of an identity that is 
mobile, fluid, flexible, and enriched by the dangerous 
encounters between the self and the other.

Adolescent Zone of Magical Real

Faris lays out the defining features of magical realism 
thus: 

First, the text contains an “irreducible element” of magic; 
second, the descriptions in magical realism detail a strong 
presence of the phenomenal world; third, the reader may 
experience some unsettling doubts in the effort to reconcile 
the two contradictory understandings of events; fourth, the 
narrative merges different realms; and finally, magical real-
ism disturbs received ideas about time, space, and identity. 
(Faris, 2004, p. 7)

The “irreducible element” 
of magic forays into the 
realistic descriptions of the 
text, disturbing the estab-
lished modes of seeing and 
hinting at alternative or 
parallel realities. Through 
a complex interweav-
ing of the magical ele-
ments—mythical, religious, 
folkloric—along with the 
mimetic tradition of liter-

ary realism, magical realism emerges as a dialogue 
between the centre and the margins, the dominant 
and the repressed. 

Similar cultural negotiation underwrites adoles-
cent fiction. Just as the magical is rooted in the real, 
individual coming-of-age stories are told in conjunc-
tion with the discourses that construct, validate, and 
strengthen cultural institutions and situate an indi-
vidual within them. An individual’s negotiations with 
cultural discourses and that person’s dialogue with 
the social institutions in which she or he tries to find a 
place (in other words, socialization and acculturation) 
are the elements that define young adult literature. 
According to McCallum (1999), in adolescent fic-
tion, “preoccupation with personal maturation . . . is 
commonly articulated in conjunction with a perceived 

need for children to overcome solipsism and develop 
intersubjective concepts of personal identity within 
this world and in relation to others” (p. 7). Young 
adult literature emerges as a volatile field of engage-
ment with institutional politics and social construc-
tion. Adolescents are located firmly within in their 
cultural networks, their identities overdetermined by 
historical, social, and political discourses.

At the same time, magical realism offers a literary 
mode suited to the interrogations and subversions of 
YA literature. Magical realism or the intrusion of the 
magical in realistic settings “serves to socialize the 
young adult reader by portraying an alternative—and 
perhaps subversive—view of society” (Latham, 2007, 
p. 62). Hence, in its dialogic mode, as well as in its 
preoccupation with questions of identity, especially 
with respect to institutional authorities, magical real-
ism mirrors the concerns of adolescent literature, “the 
very determined way that YA novels tend to inter-
rogate social constructions, foregrounding the rela-
tionship between the society and the individual . . .” 
(Trites, 2000, p. 20). 

Because it is subversive in nature, destabiliz-
ing the dominant narratives and exploring alternate 
realties, magical realism is often appropriated by texts 
“written from the perspective of the politically or cul-
turally disempowered” (Bowers, 2004, p.68). Hence, 
magical realism is often associated with the narratives 
of particular ethnic or national groups that have been 
dispossessed or disenfranchised.1 Adolescents consti-
tute a similar disempowered group that exists within 
the cultural boundaries. The age group is defined as 
much in terms of growth and development as in terms 
of immaturity, deviance, and delinquency. Pointing 
out the extraordinariness and surprise that magic 
arouses in realistic settings, Faris highlights the exis-
tential nature of its presence that insists, “‘I Eksist.’ 
‘I stick out’: . . . the magic in these texts refuses to 
be entirely assimilated into their realism; it does not 
brutally shock but neither does it melt away, so that 
it is like a grain of sand in the oyster of that realism” 
(2004, p. 8–9). Similar to “otherness,” “EKsisting” 
characterizes the adolescent impulse of exploration, 
adventure, and testing boundaries—impulses that cul-
tural institutions attempt to reign in by the discourses 
of acculturation, education, pathology, thereby fixing 
and holding adolescents in the place that society has 
ordained for them. 

Magical realism emerges 

as a dialogue between the 

centre and the margins, 

the dominant and the 

repressed.

i43-51-ALAN-Sum11.indd   44 5/13/11   9:11 AM



The ALAN Review    Summer 2011

45

Hence, rebellion and angst are intricately tied 
up with an adolescent’s social and cultural backdrop 
against which growth happens. Racial encounters are 
one of the recurring themes, along with encounters 
of gender and class. Studying the theme of racism 
in children’s literature, Leonard points out that “the 
ways in which race is represented in the fantastic 
provide a measure of the concern the culture has for 
matters relating to race” (1997, p. 3). Racial attitudes 
are integral to the central preoccupation of the genre—
formation of an individual’s identity through personal 
interaction with others. Growth occurs through such 
intersubjective interactions between an individual 
and the members of his or her social group, as well as 
with the members of other groups. In such trajectory 
of growth, racism emerges as one of the prominent in-
stitutions as it influences identity politics by dictating 
intersubjective interactions—how one interacts with 
people of other racial groups. 

Studying the tradition of adolescent literature 
in America or “the adolescent reform novel,” Trites 
(2007) insists that in these novels, social critique 
serves as an extension of the narrative of individual 
growth (p. ix). By depicting an ethical individual 
growing up in a less ethical society, these narratives 
undercut the dominant values and traditions of the 
adult world. Hence, in adolescent novels, the reformist 
impulse seeks confrontation rather than conformity. 
The idea of growth embodies this cultural confronta-
tion; it highlights the hypocrisy of the adult world and 
the potential of the adolescent protagonist to reform 
and revise the biased attitudes. Citing novels that cen-
ter on adolescent protagonists—from Mark Twain’s 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Louisa May 
Alcott’s Little Women published in the nineteenth 
century to recent books like Robert Cormier’s The 
Chocolate War (1974/ 2004) and M. T Anderson’s 
Feed (2002)—Trites argues that as the growth of the 
protagonist unsettles various dominant attitudes, it 
also implies the need for society to develop a more 
tolerant and liberal outlook. An adolescent’s growth 
thereby indicates the need for social growth. 

This engagement with collective aspects of a 
culture, therefore, is another common link between 
adolescence and magical realism. Cultural narratives 
like myths, legends, and other popular traditions of 
storytelling interlace with the narrative of individual 
growth. Narrating adolescent subversions and trans-

gressions, they unsettle the unidirectional pattern of 
growth as well as the linearity of official accounts. 
Menton (1982) insists that 
the element of magic in 
magical realism can be 
attributed to the collective 
relatedness rather than to 
individual dreams. The col-
lective narratives—magical 
ones that come from the 
oral and folk traditions and 
“real” ones that come from 
the social, legal, and political systems—both form 
an integral and crucial part of the magical realism in 
adolescent fiction. 

Sachar’s Holes: Debts of Past

Each novel under discussion juxtaposes these collec-
tive, cultural accounts—official histories and unof-
ficial legends and myths—in order to weave complex 
coming-of-age narratives. Adolescent protagonists are 
the central players in these racial encounters; events 
of the past cast a shadow on their present until the 
two are reconciled, until the adolescent protagonists 
assume the responsibility of the past wrongs before 
they take up the responsibility of the future, because 
the two are intricately linked. 

Sachar’s Holes begins with Stanley Yelnats’s con-
viction for a crime he did not commit. Subsequently, 
he is sent to Camp Green Lake, a place for juvenile de-
linquents in Texas. At Camp Green Lake, bad boys are 
taught to be good citizens under the eye of the State 
authorities, who seem to believe that “If you take a 
bad boy and make him dig a hole every day in the hot 
sun, it will turn him into a good boy” (Sachar, 1998, 
p. 5). Stanley is assigned to Group D in the Camp, 
which consists of six other boys, all from different 
communities mirroring the multicultural American 
society. At the beginning of his stay, Stanley naively 
believes that there is no racial tension among them.

Stanley was thankful that there were no racial problems. 
X-Ray, Armpit, and Zero were black. He, Squid, and Zigzag 
were white. Magnet was Hispanic. On the lake they were all 
the same reddish brown color—the color of dirt. (Sachar, 
1998, p. 84) 

However, as Coats (2004) points out, Stanley is 
living in denial—the “white denial of the privilege 
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that comes from being a white male” (p. 133). At the 
beginning, it is difficult to associate any kind of privi-
leged position with Stanley. Even in the world outside 
the Camp, Stanley is a misfit—he is overweight, bul-
lied by teachers and children much smaller than he, 
and he belongs to a family that “always seemed to be 
in the wrong place at the wrong time” (Sachar, 1998, 
p. 8). 

While the legal system finds Stanley guilty of 
stealing shoes belonging to a well-known baseball 
player, for Stanley, it is the bad luck that his family 
has suffered ever since his “no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-
stealing-great-great-grandfather” Elya Yelnats stole a 
pig from a one-legged Gypsy, who put a curse on him 

and his descendents. Years 
ago, in Latvia, Elya Yelnats 
had sought Madame Zeroni’s 
help to win over a pretty but 
empty-headed village girl, 
Myra, and her miserly father. 
Madame Zeroni gave him a 
pig, instructing him to carry it 
to the mountain top every-
day and sing a lullaby while 
the pig drank water from the 
spring. At the end of the year, 

when Elya was strong and the pig was fat enough to 
please Myra’s father, Madame Zeroni asked Elya to 
carry her to the spring and sing her a lullaby while she 
drank from it. Elya does not keep his promise—not 
because he never meant to, but because he discovers 
that Myra does not love him, and, brokenhearted, he 
sails off to America. According to Coats (2004), “in 
thinking only of himself and in exercising the privilege 
of the white male to travel and make his way in the 
world, he has failed in his responsibility to the Other” 
(p. 133). This failure haunts the generations of Yelnat-
ses until the debt from the past is repaid. 

Though Stanley does not have any part to play in 
this ancient family history, he is still a part of the cul-
tural and social setup that privileges a white boy over 
others. Though he has been a misfit outside, in the 
Camp, this privileged position as a white boy surfaces. 
Zero, a fellow prisoner and a black boy, agrees to dig 
his hole if Stanley agrees to teach him to read and 
write. In Group D, Zero’s identity is what his name 
suggests—a cipher. Mr Pendanski, the counselor, says 
he is Zero “because there’s nothing inside his head” 

(Sachar, 1998, p. 19). He is the fastest digger, but last 
in the queue to get water. Zero assumes the position 
of a black subject, deprived of racial privilege, hunger-
ing for its substitute—literacy. When Stanley agrees 
to teach Zero in exchange for digging, the other boys 
immediately resort to the racist subtext of the deal: 
“They’d say ‘Who died and made you king?’ or ‘It 
must be nice to have your own personal slave’ (Sa-
char, 1998, p. 117). Later, the other black boy, X-ray, 
quips: 

“Same old story, ain’t it, Armpit?” X-ray had said. “The 
White boy sits around while the black boy does all the 
work. Ain’t that right, Caveman?” (Sachar, 1998. p. 117)

Hence, the inmates of the juvenile delinquent 
camp reenact the racist history of America at Camp 
Green Lake. The desert space of Camp Green Lake 
itself is a magical place that bears the burden of racial 
violence. It is a place where various narratives of 
racial conflicts converge. Zero’s and then Stanley’s 
escapes from the Camp set in motion the events that 
echo back to the violent history of an American small 
town—violence that shaped its geography by magical-
ly transforming a once-flourishing town into a desert 
camp. Over a hundred years ago, the townspeople, led 
by Trout Walker, killed a black man, Sam, the Onion 
man, for falling in love with the white schoolmistress, 
Miss Katherine Barlow. While the tragedy turned the 
schoolmistress into “the most feared [outlaw] in the 
West” (Sachar, 1998, p. 115), the town turned into a 
“dry, flat wasteland” (Sachar, 1998, p. 1) where not a 
single drop of rain fell for 110 years.

The irrational association of a natural calamity 
with a particularly violent racist incident and the as-
sertion that Camp Green Lake continues to suffer for 
the murder of a black man constitute threads of the 
past that are magically tied up with Stanley’s present. 
If one of the tenets of magical realism is destabiliz-
ing the boundaries between life and death (Zamora & 
Faris, 1995, p. 6), this story qualifies, as it invokes the 
history of racial privilege in the Yelnats family as well 
as in Camp Green Lake and reveals the ghosts of the 
past that have to be put to rest. 

A series of coincidences make it seem that fate 
has organized history into a narrative of debt and 
repayment. The outlaw, Kissin’ Kate Barlow, stole 
Stanley’s grandfather’s fortune and buried it in Camp 
Green Lake. Hence, Miss Walker, the warden, prob-
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ably a descendent of Trout Walker, makes the boys 
dig holes. Fugitives from the Camp, Zero and Stanley 
are saved in the desert by “Sploosh” (pickled peaches) 
that Katherine Barlow made for Sam more than 100 
years ago. Stanley carries Zero up the mountain where 
he discovers Sam’s onion field and a spring. Back at 
the Camp, much to the Warden’s dismay, the box 
containing the fortune that Kate Barlow robbed carries 
Stanley’s name. Hence, Stanley gets his grandfather’s 
fortune, which he shares with Zero. 

In Holes, rather than weakening the realist effect, 
these coincidences elevate the story to the domain of 
magical realism. Fate and providence actively guide 
the efforts of adolescent boys as they unconsciously 
settle the scores of the past. The linear narrative 
is destroyed in favor of a multilayered pattern: the 
smallest events of the present seem to be intricately 
tied up with those of the past and yield unexpected 
results. For instance, Zero turns out to be the great-
great-grandson of Madame Zeroni. When Stanley 
carries him up the hill, nurses him back to health, and 
sings a lullaby while Zero drinks from the spring at 
the mountaintop, the Yelnats family finally seems to 
be free of the curse. Mascia (2001) insists that Sachar 
“has employed literary forms in which magic and the 
outrageous are expected so that unlikely events might 
happen and enjoy reader acceptance” (p. 55). These 
narrative forms not only justify the presence of magic 
in Holes, but also problematize the dominant narra-
tives. Myths, legends, and personal narratives reveal 
the reality of racial violence, poverty, and systems 
of justice. Talking about the use of coincidences in 
children’s fiction, Pinsent (2007) remarks that coin-
cidences “create a sense of a benevolent providence 
overseeing the exploits of the characters and ensuring 
that good comes out of evil” (p. 210). More important, 
in Holes, this benevolent providence reveals a system 
of social injustice even as it resolves the individual 
narrative of Stanley and Zero into a fairy-tale closure. 

Rather than lulling the reader into expecting a 
happy resolution, the marvelous motifs from folklore 
and fairy tales complicate the process of coming-of-
age in such a way that it is no longer a narrative of 
socialization, of an adolescent finding a place in soci-
ety; it is an account of an adolescent finding himself 
in a society that is, or rather has been, unjust and 
unethical. Rather than depicting a process of coming-
of-age where the adolescent members assume a place 

ordained for them by society, the text uses magical 
realism to question the social and cultural ideologies 
of the world in which the adolescent protagonists 
find themselves. It throws its adolescent protagonists 
into a zone that questions the expected trajectory of 
growth, identity formation (as a social construct), 
boundaries between the self and the other, and the 
place of self vis-à-vis the other. Hence, the process of 
growth is deeply linked with the history and ideology 
of the community. The progress of Stanley’s growth 
is intricately and magically tied up with the history 
of racial violence in Camp Green Lake and also with 
the discourses of white privilege. Coming-of-age then 
means taking active part in 
the discourses that shape 
a community—an active 
engagement with the past 
is crucial for the future. 

Becoming a part of 
a particular group means 
endorsing and assum-
ing the responsibility of 
its role in history as well 
as in the present. Stanley 
Yelnats atones for the promise broken by his great-
great-grandfather, Elya Yelnats, by saving Zero. The 
bonds formed by these magical encounters attempt 
to rewrite the racial tensions that characterize multi-
cultural America. Rather than a narrative of socializa-
tion, Holes emerges to be a narrative of the revelation 
of racial tensions, of the violent communal history 
of contemporary multicultural America; at the same 
time, the magical motifs linked to the coming-of-age 
story assert the hope and promise of atonement pos-
sible in the present as well as the future. 

City of the Beasts: Magic in the Heart of 
Darkness

Compared to Sachar’s complicated narrative structure, 
Allende’s story follows a seemingly simpler pattern—
a group consisting of an anthropologist, a reporter, a 
photographer, and many others journey into the heart 
of the Amazonian forest in search of elusive, terrify-
ing beasts that have been sighted in its dense parts. 
The expedition is funded by the magazine Interna-
tional Geographic. It follows the route taken by the 
early explorers who came to the continent looking for 
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the mythical El Dorado, the city of gold. The expedi-
tion into the unmapped territories of the third world 
echoes the colonial narratives of the last century. The 
plot structure reflects some great texts dealing with co-
lonial politics and racism (for instance, the expedition 
itself reminds the reader of a similar journey in Joseph 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness). 

However, City of the Beasts also takes up a theme 
that is central to adolescent literature—an adolescent’s 
journey from a dissatisfied, angst-ridden misfit to a 
mature member of society. The novel begins with an 

upheaval in a suburban 
American household, the 
Cold family. The illness of 
the mother completely rup-
tures the safe and comfort-
able routine of the three 
Cold siblings. Alexander 
Cold is further upset when 
he discovers that his moth-
er is suffering from cancer. 
As the mother goes in for 
a long and painful treat-

ment, the siblings go to live with various relatives. 
Alex is sent to live with his idiosyncratic grandmother 
Kate. Kate, a fearless and celebrated reporter, takes 
him along with her on the expedition to the dangerous 
rainforests of Amazon. 

From the start, the expedition is surrounded with 
the discourses of scientific discovery, culture studies, 
medicine, and economics. Heading the expedition is 
Dr. Ludovic Leblanc, who is famous for his anthropo-
logical study of Indian tribes. Dr. Leblanc believes that 
the Indians “are brutal warriors, cruel and treacher-
ous . . . they kill to prove their courage, and the more 
murders they commit, the higher their place in the 
hierarchy of the tribe” (Allende, 2002, p. 54). Armed 
with this knowledge about Indian tribes, Leblanc is 
heading the expedition funded by International Geo-
graphic. The magazine is interested in the accounts of 
rare, beastly creatures in the forest that could turn out 
to be a yet undiscovered species. Accompanying them 
is Dr. Omyra Torres, an employee of National Health 
Services, whose mission is to “protect the Indians. No 
foreigner may come in contact with them unless the 
necessary preventive measures are taken. They are ex-
tremely vulnerable to disease, especially those carried 
by Whites” (Allende, 2002, p. 76). 

Alex and Nadia (the daughter of the guide) are 
unwanted members of the expedition. Dr. Leblanc 
insists, “This is not a kindergarten, it is a highly dan-
gerous scientific expedition” (Allende, 2002, p. 114). 
Ironically, it is the children who are aware of the real 
motif behind the expedition. Before embarking on 
the trip, they discover the scheme of a wealthy local 
entrepreneur, Mauro Carias, to use the expedition as a 
cover-up for his plan to eliminate the Indians and thus 
gain complete and safe access to the farthest parts of 
the forest and its resources. These are the discours-
es—the missions, the plans, and the schemes of the 
adult members of the crew. 

These discourses are challenged by magic that 
intrudes right from the beginning of the trip, especially 
in the lives of the young protagonists. As Alex discov-
ers the unpleasant aspects of his culture—the greed 
of Mauro Carias, the violent nature of the military 
captain, Ariosto, and the megalomania of Dr. Leb-
lanc, he and Nadia also discover their affinity to the 
“other,” the ancient tribe of the Amazon forests called 
People of the Mist. As they distance themselves from 
the adult crew, Alex and Nadia grow closer to the 
People of the Mist until they finally become members 
of the tribe. 

The process begins on the night before the expedi-
tion embarks; Alex has a mystical encounter with the 
caged jaguar of Mauro Carias. As the jaguar seems to 
fix its eyes on him, Alex enters a trance-like state: 

. . . in a human voice, but one that seemed to issue from 
the depths of a cavern, it spoke his name: Alexander. And 
he answered in his own voice, but it, too, sounded cavern-
ous: Jaguar. The cat and its counterpart repeated those 
words three times: Alexander, Jaguar; Alexander, Jaguar; 
Alexander, Jaguar, and then the sand of the plain became 
phosphorescent, and the sky turned black and the six moons 
began to whirl in their orbits and scatter like slow-moving 
comets. (Allende, 2002, p. 105)

Like magic in magical realism, which intrudes into 
an otherwise realistic environment, Alex’s trance 
intrudes on the realistic setting of the narrative. Nadia 
explains that Alex could communicate with the jaguar 
because the jaguar is his totemic animal. Hence, 
though strange and magical in terms of the Western 
parameters of “reality,” Alex’s experience is easily 
explainable through the tribal world view. According 
to Nadia, Alex ranks among tribal greats, like warriors 
and shamans, since he found his totem without look-

The expedition is sur-

rounded with the  

discourses of scientific 

discovery, culture studies, 

medicine, and economics. 
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ing (Allende, 2002, p. 108). He has a similar experi-
ence at the funeral of the tribal chief and also during 
his initiation rite. Therefore, like in Conrad’s text, 
the journey through the Amazon forest is the journey 
to the inner most recesses of the self. However, the 
elements of magic and folk belief are integral to this 
journey. Alex discovers that like a jaguar, he is power-
ful, strong, and courageous. Gradually, as the narra-
tive progresses, Nadia and Alex become members of 
the tribe. 

As one of the most ancient and isolated tribes of 
the Amazon, the People of the Mist are marginalized 
and culturally disempowered. However, the members 
of the tribe possess magical skills—most prominently, 
that of becoming invisible. Whether it is stunning 
camouflage or magic is never clear. Because of this 
trait, the community has not been touched by the 
world outside the forest. It also turns out to be a pow-
erful weapon, since their undetectable presence terri-
fies the crew. In their direct encounter with the crew, 
they become invisible and therefore difficult to target 
until they surrender themselves. One of the members 
of the tribe is Walimai, the shaman who is always ac-
companied by the ghost of his dead wife.

Hence, People of the Mist blur the boundaries 
between fantasy and reality and also between life and 
death. Once Alex crosses over his cultural boundaries, 
he is “born” again as a member of the tribe. Alex him-
self experiences a death-like state during the initiation 
ritual when he loses “his sense of time, space, and 
his own reality” and sinks “into a state of terror and 
profound fatigue” (Allende, 2002, p.  233). Remarking 
on the centrality of rituals in magical realist narrative, 
Faris (2004) notes that 

the fact that the cultural pasts and beliefs present in magical 
realism often include encounters with the dead takes on 
additional significance. In a process analogous to initiation 
rites that enact ritual experiences of symbolic death and 
rebirth, readers and their societies strengthen themselves 
through narratives that bridge the worlds of living and 
eclipsed dying cultures. (p. 137)

Afterwards Alex recognizes that “he had left 
his childhood behind and that from that night on he 
would be able to look after himself” (Allende, 2002, p.  
236). The journey through the heart of the mountain 
to the city of the beasts itself is like a heroic journey 
to the world of the dead. Alex and Nadia return from 
the City of Beasts capable of saving the tribe.

The acceptance of magic and the alternative 
world view of the Indians compel Alex to question the 
values of his own culture. His belief in the efficacy 
of medical science is jolted by Dr. Torres’s betrayal, 
and when he visits his mother in a Texas hospital in 
a dream, he comes to accept his out-of-body experi-
ence. The climax of his quest occurs when he captures 
a few drops of precious water of health to take to his 
mother. Though he knows that “his hopes had no 
logical base,” he has learned to “open his mind to the 
mysteries” (Allende, 2002, p.  318). Hence, in this 
liminal space of the forest 
where magic holds sway, 
the official explanations 
prove inadequate. On the 
other hand, the totemic 
rituals of the tribe, the 
initiation rites, the dreams 
and trances—all antithetical 
to the forms of knowledge 
endorsed by Dr. Leblanc 
and Dr. Torres—seem to 
hold the answers. Alex 
and Nadia go deeper and deeper into this mysterious 
world. Yet they are pragmatic enough to realize that 
the City of Beasts is not the mythical El Dorado, a city 
made of gold. It is mica or fool’s gold. On the way to 
the city, Alex also realizes that what seem to be the 
precious stones on the walls could be worthless rocks. 

Alex and Nadia also work out the symbiotic 
relationship between the tribe and the beasts—that 
the beasts record the history of the tribe in return for 
protection. They realize the extraordinary and unique 
nature of the relationship; it is something that their 
own culture is incapable of, as becomes evident in the 
violent encounters between the crew and the People 
of the Mist. They also discover that Dr. Torres, sent 
to protect the tribe, is actually the secret accomplice 
of Mauro Carias. Her real mission is to vaccinate the 
tribe with a deadly virus and ultimately wipe it out. 
While Nadia and Alex are able to stop Dr. Torres and 
Carias, Leblanc changes his view once he witnesses 
the bloodthirsty nature of his own crew members. The 
crew proves to be dishonest, heartless, and cruel, dis-
playing all the faults that Dr. Leblanc had accused the 
natives of. In contrast, the People of the Mist offer a 
model of communal living, a civilization at peace with 
their habitat in the forest. The adolescent protago-

People of the Mist blur 

the boundaries between 

fantasy and reality and 

also between life and 

death.
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nists, Alex and Nadia—the jaguar and the eagle to the 
People of the Mist—save the tribe from extinction.

Hence, in Allende’s text, the process of identity 
formation occurs through active agency, through a 
careful negotiation between “us” and “them.” Rather 
than a story of passive acculturation, Alex’s coming-
of-age, like Stanley Yelnats’s, involves an active nego-

tiation with power struc-
tures and ideological 
networks. Alex matures 
as he recognizes the 
unpleasantness of the 
culture that he comes 
from and to which he is 
meant to return. In the 
end, Nadia and Alex are 
as much members of the 
ancient tribe as of the 
American expedition. 

As they decide to use diamonds they acquired on the 
trip to save the rainforests and the People of the Mist, 
they emerge as adults whose magical encounters have 
helped them to rise above greed, vanity, and cruelty, 
unlike the adult crew.

Conclusion

Adolescents, the “others” existing within our own cul-
tural boundaries, discover affinities with racial others 
and their alternative world views; as the protagonists 
from these two novels recognize the shortcomings of 
the culture they come from, they discover another set 
of cultural and social practices that had hitherto been 
misunderstood and maligned.

Though it is doubtful whether it was digging the 
holes in Camp Green Lake that reformed “delinquent” 
boys, Stanley and Zero do change at a deep level dur-
ing their stay at the Camp. At the beginning, Stanley 
is concerned only with his ill luck and the injustice 
done to him. He chooses to come to Camp Green Lake 
because he thinks it will be like a holiday Camp. How-
ever, after sharing the ordeals at the Camp and later, 
Stanley refuses to leave the prison camp until his 
friend and fellow sufferer, Zero, is also acquitted. In 
the epilogue, as family and friends gather to celebrate 
him, Zero is an inseparable part of this group. Simi-
larly, at the beginning of City of Beasts, Alex thinks of 
himself as “a pretty normal person” (Allende, 2002, 

p. 15). He is a typical teenager at home—a finicky 
eater, fond of sports and music, and in love with the 
prettiest girl in school. However, in the forest, as the 
vestiges of civilization are shed, he emerges as a re-
sponsible member of the expedition, a brave warrior, 
and protector of the People of the Mist. 

In these racial encounters, the magical ele-
ments serve as a catalyst that undoes the boundar-
ies between various racial groups. Fixed ideologies 
and official narratives are questioned, challenged, 
and modified. Faris (2004) insists that “rather than 
containing and ultimately dissolving impulses toward 
social disruption, or skirting political issues, magi-
cal realism often provides a narrative space that both 
models and questions them” (p. 160). In young adult 
fiction, it creates a space for active political engage-
ment and negotiation for the adolescent protagonists 
and, therefore, the reader. 

While the two novels considered above focus on 
racial encounters, several young adult writers have 
used magical realism to narrate coming-of-age sto-
ries vastly different from linear bildungsromans of 
growth and development. Writers like Francesca Lia 
Block have used the genre to approach volatile issues 
like gender and sexuality. Her Weetzie Bat books 
merge fairy tale elements with the ordinary as her 
young protagonists navigate through the world. David 
Almond’s Skellig (1998) calls into question institu-
tions of education and formal training, critiquing the 
adult society by presenting adolescent characters who 
display capacity for greater kindness and discernment. 
The element of magic in these stories complicates the 
linear process of growth that a culture envisages for 
its young. 

And so we return to Latham’s (2007) observation, 
“[I]t is this merging of magical and the real that serves 
to socialize the young adult reader by portraying an 
alternative—and perhaps subversive—view of society” 
(p. 62). In the liminal zone of magic, the unofficial 
myths, legends, and tales are as legitimate as the of-
ficial discourses, making it possible for the adolescent 
protagonists to transcend the realities of their culture, 
to engage with alterities, and to mix with the Other. It 
offers them great power of renegotiating and settling 
debts of the past, preventing injustices, and, hence, 
influencing the course of the present as they move 
into the future. 

Alex’s coming-of-age, like 

Stanley Yelnats’s, involves 

an active negotiation with 

power structures and 

ideological networks.
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Note
1 Magical Realism has been mostly associated with the post-

colonial writers of Latin America. Carpentier (1995/1949) 

argues that rather than subverting or transcending reality, 

“fantastic” exists in the natural or human reality of Latin 

America due to its varied history, culture, geography, de-

mography, and politics. Scholars like Chanady (1995), Flores 

(1955/1995), and others have also studied the literary expres-

sion in conjunction with the culture, politics, and history of 

Latin America.
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Supplementing Shakespeare: 
Why Young Adult Novelizations Belong in the Classroom

Sarah Barber and Hayley Esther

the plays. Bowdler’s (1807) The Family Shakespeare 
and the Lambs’ (1807) Tales from Shakespeare excised 
or softened objectionable elements, while Cowden 
Clarke’s (1850) The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines 
imagined the childhood and adolescent years of the 
heroines for young Victorian women. In these early 
examples and in more recent efforts to adapt Shake-
speare for young people—such as Nesbit’s (1897) The 
Children’s Shakespeare and (1907) Beautiful Stories 
from Shakespeare, Burdett’s (1994–2002) Shakespeare 
Can Be Fun series, or Coville’s (1996–2007) William 
Shakespeare series—there seem to be two significant 
assumptions at work. 

The first is the notion that Shakespeare’s plays are 
valuable and necessary reading. As Bottoms (2000) 
asserts, “So accepted has the idea become that Shake-
speare should be taught to children that we hardly 
query why or where it arose” (p. 11). Garber’s (2008) 
point that the plays have “almost always seemed 
to coincide with the times in which they are read” 
(p. xii) suggests why many, as Dakin (2009) puts it, 
believe Shakespeare “transcends the isolation of the 
human being and the barriers of time, place, gender, 
race, and status that divide us” (p. xiv). This widely 
held belief in the universality of the plays explains not 
only older efforts like those of Bowdler, the Lambs, 
and Clarke to bring Shakespeare to young people, but 
also our continued reliance on Shakespeare in the 
secondary classroom and the recent growth in texts 
presenting Shakespeare to children. Yet the idea of 
Shakespeare as required reading fits awkwardly with 
the second most frequently made assumption about 

W hat if Ophelia had been more like the as-
sertive Juliet? Might she have been able to 
save Hamlet and her nation from tragedy? 

“Yes,” answers the young adult novel Dating Ham-
let (Fiedler, 2002). In it, an intelligent Ophelia uses 
a sleeping potion to fake her drowning death and, 
with Hamlet, escapes the corruption of Denmark 
for—where else?—Verona. Because it is so radical, 
Dating Hamlet may seem like an isolated instance of 
our ongoing engagement with the what ifs so tanta-
lizingly presented by Shakespeare’s plays. But along 
with its sister texts Romeo’s Ex (Fiedler, 2006), Saving 
Juliet (Selfors, 2008), and Ophelia (Klein, 2006), these 
works represent an effort by contemporary young 
adult novelists to refigure the plays for young readers. 

Because of their fiery and likable heroines, ex-
tended love scenes, and frequent and heated disagree-
ments between the main characters and authority 
figures, these novels seem to perform as chick lit for 
young adult readers. Indeed, they have already gone 
“viral.” Yet, young readers are far more likely to 
encounter one of these novels in the public library or 
from a friend than in the classroom. Why? we wonder. 
We believe these novels belong not merely in librar-
ies, but also in the secondary classroom. There, they 
become an ideal vehicle for teachers who seek to en-
able their students not only to identify with the plays’ 
characters, but to critique their themes. 

Theoretical Concerns

There is, of course, a long history of revising Shake-
speare in order to better introduce young readers to 
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his work: that it is somehow not suitable, as is, for 
young readers. 

Many worry that the difficult and freighted Re-
naissance language of the plays may present com-
prehension problems. The plots, however, are gener-
ally believed to be readily accessible. Here is where 
Fiedler, Klein, and Selfors break with the approaches 
of other writers. Not only does each seek to incorpo-
rate something of the flavor of Renaissance English 
into her style, but each is also unwilling to leave the 
plots unaltered, as do most contemporary adaptors 
targeting young people. We believe that this new ap-
proach is especially suited to helping teachers dem-
onstrate the potential for varied interpretations and 
critiques to their students.

Risks and Opportunities

Fiedler, Klein, and Selfors have identified the rep-
resentations of women as sites necessitating radical 
change and have altered their own plots accordingly. 
When they do not wholly eliminate the tragic ele-
ments of Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet, these three 
writers dramatically soften them in order to offer 
happier endings for the heroines. Theirs is a project 
of resuscitation: the heroines are freed from their 
Renaissance plots and remade as characters whose 
personalities are both more accessible and appealing 
to contemporary readers. The weak Ophelia becomes 
self-aware and powerful, and Juliet becomes a young 
woman struggling to establish her personal identity. 

Each of these four novels seeks to meet its young 
readers by adopting a single, female narrative voice. 
The generic shift from the dramatic form to the novel 
necessitates a corresponding turn of the writer’s and 
reader’s attention to a particular character, the narra-
tor. Choosing a female narrator radically readjusts our 
attention to focus on the heroines or on the invented 
main characters, like Rosaline in Romeo’s Ex and Mimi 
in Saving Juliet, who serve as their foils. The books 
thus invite the young female readers who clearly are, 
given their covers’ prominent depiction of adolescent 
women, the target audience to reimagine Hamlet from 
Ophelia’s perspective or to insert themselves into the 
story of Romeo and Juliet. 

Yet this invitation can present dangers, as we 
have suggested. While combining our voices with 
Shakespeare’s can lend us his authority, it can also 

require us to deal with attitudes and assumptions that 
are less than comfortable for contemporary audiences. 
Shakespeare’s female characters rarely conform to 
contemporary ideas of femininity. Characters like 
Ophelia and Juliet hardly do so, and Fiedler, Selfors, 
and Klein are thus at pains to present them as feminist 
characters. Where this proves difficult (especially in 
the case of Juliet), they intercede by creating an ad-
ditional character whose beliefs and behaviors match 
those of the young adult reader. 

Approaching the texts from a feminist standpoint 
can also run the risk of alienating young male read-
ers who may be less attracted to stories of heroines 
discovering their girl-power. Yet the feminist approach 
offers teachers a valuable opportunity. The novels al-
low for attention to the real historical circumstances of 
women in the period. Admittedly, such questions may 
be more immediately appealing to young women than 
to young men. But for young men as well as women, 
the questions these texts raise can encourage discus-
sion about just what our contemporary perspectives 
on gender roles are. They can thus aid teachers in 
helping young adult readers of both genders develop 
into critical consumers of Shakespeare and literature 
in general by questioning the assertions and assump-
tions of canonical texts rather than remaining passive 
receivers of them. 

The relative ease (compared to finding time and 
resources for performance and video) of bringing a 
book into the classroom for independent or additional 
reading is one practical recommendation for includ-
ing young adult novels like Romeo’s Ex, Saving Juliet, 
Dating Hamlet, and Ophelia in lesson plans for Romeo 
and Juliet or Hamlet. Another reason is theoretical. 
As Rosenblatt (1995) argues, young adult literature 
“offers the adolescent an opportunity to test his or 
her life experiences against the experiences offered 
in the text” (p. 42). It thus meets adolescents at what 
Carlsen (1980) identifies as a crucial developmental 
moment—the stage where concern with the self shifts 
to speculation about relationships with others and the 
wider world. 

Because of this, young adult literature has recent-
ly made a place for itself in the secondary classroom, 
often as independent reading. Crowe (1998) reminds 
us that, “[T]hough alarmists may claim otherwise, 
young adult literature isn’t meant to water down the 
core of literary study in secondary schools. In some 
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cases, young adult literature might serve as warm-up 
or bridges to classic works” (p. 121). Coville (2003) 
claims that his own adaptations are motivated by the 
belief that “if you tell your tale well enough . . .  
[readers] will follow it into new venues—venues into 
which they might not otherwise have ventured, such 
as Shakespeare in text or performance” (pp. 59–60). 
That is, young adult literature works as a bridge for 
young readers. In practice, teachers like Dakin (2009) 
note that their students enjoy the sense of “balance” 
that young adult literature as independent reading 
brings to the classroom; in the area of Shakespeare, 
particularly, “The students who chose to read the 
modern Shakespeare spin-offs consistently remarked 
that these books enhanced their comprehension and 
enjoyment of Shakespeare’s early modern text” (p. 
212). 

Dating Hamlet

Because Shakespeare has presented her as an ado-
lescent, Ophelia seems ideally suited to young adult 
adaptations, yet her passive role in Hamlet makes her 
difficult to relate to for contemporary young women. 
Fiedler acknowledges as much by noting on Dating 
Hamlet’s book jacket that the novel began in response 
to college classes in which she realized that “female 
characters like Ophelia always got a raw deal, so she 
borrowed them from classic literature and gave them 
the guts to change their own destinies.” This claim 
itself might be profitably interrogated by teachers 
and their students, who might choose to ask whether 
Hamlet is also given a raw deal and left with little 
choice as to his destiny. Indeed, his more decisive ac-
tions in the novel might assist young male students in 
critiquing the interiority and passivity that even adult 
readers can find frustrating in the play. 

The novel also raises questions that are relevant 
to young adults emerging into their sexuality. Lia and 
Hamlet are in love, and they try to decide whether or 
not to move into a sexual relationship. The two are 
presented as equal partners. Though Fielder includes 
a version of the famous “nunnery” scene, Hamlet does 
not reject Lia in it, for she collaborates with him to 
trap Polonius and Claudius. When Hamlet launches 
into the play’s famous speech accusing Ophelia of dis-
honesty and unchastity, he winks at her (p. 78), and 
she is confident enough in their relationship to marvel 
at his acting ability and “how gracefully these false-

hoods fall from his lips” (p. 78). 
The author herself seems to wink, doubling the 

play’s dramatic irony, when, by inserting the actual 
text of the play into her own text, she presents Hamlet 
and Lia as actors. By rewriting Shakespeare’s plot, she 
overwrites the play, reducing the misogynistic rhetoric 
Hamlet deploys against both Ophelia and his mother 
to a game. She reduces the play’s significant anxiety 
about women’s chastity to a joke between Hamlet and 
Ophelia, who, like the strong young woman she is, 
informs him that she is not amused: “I prefer we talk 
not on your notion of frailty and women, sir. In fact, 
I warn thee—go not there” (p. 57). Putting the pop 
culture catch-phrase “don’t go there” into the Renais-
sance heroine’s mouth, Fiedler makes her sharp and 
sassy. Presumably, she hopes her young readers see 
themselves this way. 

Ophelia

While Fiedler’s Ophelia is exciting, appealing, and 
remarkably contemporary, Klein’s is a good contem-
porary post-feminist young woman constrained by her 
Renaissance period. And, as a creature of dual eras, 
her options are both limited and limitless. Klein’s Oph-
elia thus raises questions regarding the (im)possibility 
of self-determination, self-expression, and the exertion 
of power under a patriarchy, not to mention the anxi-
ety of acting on or expressing sexual desire when that 
sexuality is socially and religiously regulated. 

As a lady-in-waiting to Gertrude, Klein’s Ophelia 
is nicely positioned to reflect on and critique the status 
of women in the period. Young readers must wonder 
along with her why she faces double standards regard-
ing sexuality. Teachers might encourage young men 
and women to debate the existence of contemporary 
double standards regarding sexual activity. Rozett 
(1994) argues that in her experiences reading Shake-
speare with young people, such questioning marks the 
beginning of sophisticated reading: the “complaints, 
advice, questions, and firmly rendered judgments [of 
students] testify to a real engagement with the plays, 
however naïve these might seem to a seasoned Shake-
spearean” (p. 14). Rozett also suggests that readers 
who “confront a play on their own terms” can build 
“their own bridges to the values and conventions of 
remote time and place” (p. 14). 

One such bridge between contemporary conven-
tions and those of the past might be found in the treat-
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ment of Ophelia’s fellow lady-in-waiting, Cristiana. 
Cristiana longs to marry Rosencrantz, for love as well 
as for status. Here, students might be prompted to 
study the historical circumstances that linked status 
to marriage for women in this period and to question 
whether such a linkage still exists. Because Hamlet 
and Ophelia reject Cristiana’s goals as unworthy, they 
set a trap for her: the two lead her to believe she is 
going to meet Rosencrantz and consummate their 
relationship, but actually set her up to sleep with 
Guildenstern. With her reputation in tatters, Cristiana 
becomes a subject of court gossip and even Hamlet 
rejects her as “a light one” (p. 80). Ophelia’s response 
is conflicted. Guiltily, she realizes she has irreparably 
harmed Cristiana. Yet, as contemporary readers of 
both genders might, she notices a double standard: 
because Hamlet, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern are 
none of them “men of honour” (p. 80), they have no 
right to criticize Cristiana. She confronts him, insisting 
that “when you men wrong one of my sex, I cannot 
be silent” (p. 80). Male and female students might to-
gether debate whether Ophelia’s criticism of Hamlet is 
justified when she herself has played a role in wrong-
ing her friend. 

Ophelia’s relationship with Gertrude in the novel 
is also fraught with anxieties about desire and infideli-
ty that are simultaneously period-specific and contem-
porary. The Queen forces Ophelia to read to her from 
the bawdy Heptameron of Margaret of Navarre:

This was no book of prayer. I blushed and my voice was 
barely above a murmur as I read the tale of a noble woman 
seduced from her foolish husband by a handsome knave.  
. . . night after night, Gertrude and I spent an hour or more 
in such devotions, reading tales of love and desire. . . , I 
would go to my room heavy with guilt yet consumed by 
curiosity. (pp. 41–42)

Gertrude admits to keeping her reading from her 
husband, “a godly and proper man” who “would be 
grieved to know that I read such tales, which men say 
are not fit for a lady’s ear” (p. 42). Furthermore, it 
will do Ophelia good “to learn the ways of the world 
and the wiles of men, so that you may resist them” 
(p. 43). In essence, while Hamlet studies at Witten-
berg, Ophelia’s education is limited to the reading of 
romance, Renaissance-era chick-lit. Ophelia’s situa-
tion parallels that of contemporary young women to 
whom publishers aggressively market more highly and 
problematically sexualized young adult series like von 

Ziegesar‘s Gossip Girl (2002–2007) and Meyer’s Twi-
light (2005–2008). Young readers might be prompted 
to question whether their reading is similarly circum-
scribed.

While Ophelia feels repelled by and yet drawn 
to Gertrude’s romances, she also struggles with her 
growing desire for Hamlet. Just as Fiedler’s Lia does, 
Klein’s character finds herself unable to resist Ham-
let’s persuasions. The scene in which Ophelia yields 
to Hamlet is fascinating, as readers can sense that 
Ophelia is naïve to believe Hamlet’s pleading and 
melodramatic professions of love: “His voice broke 
with emotion as his fingers traced the outline of my 
lips . . . ‘I vow to love you 
most truly and for ever,’ 
he whispered in my ear” 
(pp. 101–102). At first, 
Hamlet’s love seems like 
the genuine article as the 
two marry secretly the next 
morning. Yet his behavior 
toward Ophelia undergoes 
a marked change after their 
sexual encounter. Here, 
Klein sensitively renders 
young women’s fear of 
being used in a way that may move young readers of 
both genders.

In Klein’s version of the nunnery scene, Ophelia 
proves to have been misled and used. When Hamlet 
asserts, “I gave you nothing,” Ophelia stage-whispers 
the reminder that he gave himself in marriage and 
asks, “Was that nothing?” (p. 145). Hamlet’s reply is 
hardly the reassuring wink that Fiedler offers. Klein’s 
Hamlet replies, “I did not. It was not” (p. 145); Klein’s 
Ophelia is left to wonder “Why, oh why did I grant 
him my love? I am undone” (p. 148). While Fiedler’s 
is a winking twenty-first century version, in which a 
half-smiling frown conquers double standards, Klein’s 
scene is brutal. She emphasizes the enormity of Oph-
elia’s mistake by literally sending the now-pregnant 
Ophelia to a convent, where she must act out a sort 
of penance before she can achieve true happiness and 
self-determination. 

Despite her willingness to incorporate some 
historical reality (she is a former professor of English), 
Klein is careful to give Ophelia a happy ending. In 
the convent, Ophelia discovers a space where women 

In essence, while Ham-

let studies at Wittenberg, 
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romance, Renaissance-era 
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find shelter from an oppressive system. However, 
because few contemporary women readers are likely 
to be seeking the monastic life, Ophelia gets a man 
as well. The fantasy is complete when, after she has 
established a place for herself within a generous and 
loving community and developed a secure livelihood 
(she works as a medic for the nuns), Horatio arrives 
to declare his love for her. 

Working against Identification

Despite their different treatments of the character’s 
decisions regarding sexuality—which might be put 
down to differences in the personal moral agendas of 
the authors—both Klein and Fiedler insist on reviving 
Ophelia. Each has her surviving the dramatic events at 
Elsinore. Most striking, however, is that in each text, 
Ophelia finds the very same means for escaping—
a sleeping potion she concocts allows her to fake a 
drowning death. The sleeping potion that saves Oph-
elia in both Klein and Fiedler is a crucial plot device in 
Romeo and Juliet, of course, but when young adult au-
thors confront the famous teenage lovers directly, the 
same potion strangely proves less reviving. Part of the 
problem here may be a resistance to identification. 

If we acknowledge, as Stephens (1992) does, 
that “Writing for children is usually purposeful, its 
intention being to foster in the child reader a positive 
apperception of some socio-cultural values which, it is 
assumed, are shared by author and audience” (p. 3), 
we can see the root of the problem. Romeo and Juliet 
embody a number of behaviors and attitudes that con-
temporary society would seek to discourage in young 
adults—including their nearly instantaneous decision 
to act on their sexual attraction. Their decisions are, 
at best, over-hasty; their willingness to deceive their 
families is troubling; and their suicides at the conclu-
sion of the play are irredeemably tragic. 

In short, the play can hardly be understood to fit 
comfortably into a curriculum that, as Isaac (2000) 
describes it, is contradictory, at the very least.

On Monday we invite students to join a debate about con-
flict resolution tactics. Tuesday we assign students to begin 
studying those peace-loving clans, the Montagues and the 
Capulets. Wednesday’s health class is devoted to safe sex. 
On Thursday we explicate the balcony scene. Friday brings a 
lecture on mental health and preventing teen suicide. (p. 50)

In spite of such conflicts, the play continues to be 

required reading in the secondary classroom because 
these themes are considered particularly relevant for 
adolescent readers. While Isaac acknowledges this, 
she also condemns “the decisions and conclusions the 
play provides” as being in “direct opposition to the 
sorts of behaviors we hope students will themselves 
employ” (p. 50). Her resolution of these oppositions 
is to claim “Teaching the play often means teaching 
against the play” (p. 50). 

If Romeo and Juliet, despite its privileged position 
as cultural capital, requires such careful dodging from 
teachers, it is even more challenging for adaptors. As 
Pinsent (2004) puts it, “The extra authority conferred 
by a figure of the status of Shakespeare lends a good 
deal of conviction to the ideological position espoused, 
whether deliberately or involuntarily, by the novelist” 
(p. 116). In a culture as sensitive as ours regarding 
what young adults are reading and learning, an author 
needs to be especially careful to avoid enabling the 
kind of sympathetic identification with Juliet or with 
Romeo that would leave the text open not only to 
criticism but, given the current climate in communi-
ties across the country, perhaps even censorship. 

Romeo’s Ex

The major characters in Romeo’s Ex are not Romeo 
and Juliet but Rosaline and Benvolio. Invoked only by 
name in the play, Rosaline narrates most of the novel. 
Fiedler’s Rosaline is an outspoken critic of sympa-
thetic readings of the main characters. Rosaline, well 
aware of the biological facts of sex in 1595 (the year in 
which the novel is set), acts as a kind of sex educator 
to contemporary readers. In her role as apprentice to 
the Healer, a female apothecary and midwife, Rosaline 
has witnessed a string of catastrophes resulting from 
sexual activity—catastrophes that help her choose 
chastity. As she explains, 

I cannot count them, these women young and old who 
have arrived on this doorstep—some bruised and bleeding 
from having been beaten by their husbands, others fallen 
ill from pining o’er men who refuse to love them in return, 
their anguish so profound that many hath e’en begged us 
to administer some evil draught designed to end their very 
lives and thus their misery. . . . And there are girls mine own 
age and younger, unwed, who come to us in mortal shame, 
asking if there is not a way to rid themselves of the grow-
ing babe inside them. . . . That is the condition of women 
in love. And I refuse to join their tortured number. (p. 38)
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The list looks remarkably contemporary and may be 
more honest about the risks inherent in sexual activity 
than some of our contemporary curriculum. 

Fiedler’s Rosaline also offers a critique of the 
play’s exaltation of the teenaged lovers’ bond that 
may enable young readers to voice their own reserva-
tions about it. When Juliet accepts Romeo, Rosaline 
is there like a critical reader, questioning and probing 
her cousin: “I will admit, he is handsome, but dost 
thou not remember those hopeless, hollow declara-
tions of love he showered upon me?” (p. 103). Read-
ers see that Fiedler’s Juliet is a dupe because, after 
Rosaline saves his life, Romeo believes he is still in 
love with Rosaline; he has reduced his love for and 
marriage to Juliet to a mere dream. When Rosaline 
reminds him of his marriage to Juliet, he tries to make 
up for the fact that he had forgotten it by vowing to 
Rosaline that he will now “love her [the dead Juliet] 
forever” (p. 225). Rosaline points to the absurdity 
inherent in such extreme claims of devotion. As she 
explains, “Your recklessness, yours and Juliet’s, was 
an affront to true devotion. . . . You met and admired 
one another and impiously called it love. ’Twas quick 
and bright and dangerous and magical. But you did 
not think . . . did not allow for love” (p. 226). Such a 
speech makes clear that neither Romeo nor Juliet of-
fers a model for young readers.

Saving Juliet

In Selfors’s Saving Juliet, similar criticisms of the lov-
ers are made. Selfors’s heroine is Mimi, a girl acting in 
a contemporary theatrical performance of Romeo and 
Juliet. Like Rosaline, Mimi is also a critic: she claims, 
“Romeo and Juliet totally sucks because everybody 
just dies and none of the characters get what they 
want. What kind of ending is that, anyway? I’d totally 
write a different ending” (p. 28). She gets her chance 
when, in a fit of stage fright, she breaks a necklace 
that holds the ashes of the very quill Shakespeare 
used to compose the play and is magically transported 
(along with her co-star, Troy) to fifteenth century 
Verona, just as the Capulet party is about to begin. 
When Mimi meets Romeo and Juliet, she begins to 
wonder, “Could this be my story, not Shakespeare’s?” 
(p. 112). Unlike Mimi, who wants to save Juliet from 
death as soon as she realizes it is a possibility, Troy 
believes that they must get Shakespeare’s story back 

on track. Teachers might encourage students to debate 
which choice they should make. 

The novel also raises questions about how the 
characters define themselves in contrast to their par-
ents’ goals for them. Juliet has an unhappy relation-
ship with her parents. So does Mimi, whose mother 
rejects her desire to become a veterinarian and forces 
her instead into the family business, acting. Like 
Mimi’s own mother, Lady Capulet is overbearing and 
dominating. Selfors makes Juliet fight against her 
planned marriage to Paris by eating onions and telling 
him she has a boil on her 
buttocks to dampen his de-
sire for her. The unwanted 
marriage is finally staved 
off when Juliet and Romeo 
(who also wants to escape 
from his family’s expecta-
tions that he continue the 
famous feud) escape from 
Verona. 

In essence, the novel 
raises the question of how 
young adults can assert their own identities. In an 
online interview with Smith (2008), Selfors identifies 
her novel less as a love story than as “a quest for self-
discovery. . . . a girl trying to figure out who she is—
like most teen girls, trying to find her own voice and 
find courage to let others hear that voice.” But Juliet’s 
struggle and eventual triumph are relevant to students 
of both genders. Teachers might encourage students 
to reflect on their own quests for self-discovery. Ad-
ditionally, Romeo and Juliet’s attempts to define their 
futures—unacceptable to their families in both the 
play and the book—can be highlighted by comparing 
the two texts. 

Conclusion

We believe young adult novelizations like Romeo’s 
Ex, Saving Juliet, Dating Hamlet, and Ophelia can 
be more beneficial in the classroom, where teachers 
may direct students’ reading of them, than outside 
it. Alone, not all young readers will be able to move 
from the pleasure of identification with the characters 
to critique. For example, a fan named Marisa writes 
on Selfors’s website (Letters from Readers, n.d.) that 
“[W]e are reading Romeo and Juliet in my freshman 
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english [sic] class, and every time a part in your book 
comes up and they say what really happens my best 
friend and I giggle because we are like that’s not right, 
or that’s not what really happens, or where’s Troy 
and Mimi?” With more assistance, young adult read-
ers might be able to articulate in more sophisticated 
ways what feels “not right” to them in Shakespeare’s 
plays. A teacher might prompt a student like Marisa 
to question why Troy and Mimi seem more interesting 
to her than Romeo and Juliet. As Isaac (2000) reminds 
us, “[T]he defects of children’s versions should not be 
mistaken as an argument for dismissing them. Instead, 
these flaws can be viewed as a terrific opportunity 
to enable young readers to become critical readers 
and astute interpreters of Shakespeare” (p. 9). And 
given that Shakespeare is, as Dakin (2009) puts it, “in 
the water supply” (p. xiv)—surfacing even in Taylor 
Swift’s 2008 Billboard Hot 100 hit “Love Story”—it 
might be to our benefit to introduce young readers to 
what are, perhaps, more carefully considered efforts to 
adapt the plays.

Young adult novelizations are not replacements 
for Shakespeare but supplements. Yet their value as 
supplements can be remarkable. Miller (2003) cau-
tions us that, “[O]f all the new audiences for Shake-
speare, children and young adults are at once the 
most open and enthusiastic as well as potentially the 
most likely to be misdirected or even disappointed by 
their initial encounters with the Bard” (p. 2). We see 
contemporary young adult novelizations as a way to 
prevent some of that disappointment by reducing stu-
dents’ linguistic anxiety and giving them new points 
of access from which to identify with and critique 
the plays. With the careful interventions of a teacher, 
the revisions these novels make can help students 
to acknowledge the interpretive nature of any act of 
reading. 

And the novels may be more beneficial than the 
film and theatrical performances that are often pre-
sented alongside the plays. Students coming of age in 
our visual culture may prove less capable of dissociat-
ing image and authority; the power of a film or play 
may shut down the multiplicity of interpretation that 
we wish to promote. Additionally, films may adhere 
closely to the original plot, foreclosing alternative 
readings. It is crucial, as Bottoms (2000) asserts, that 
when introducing young readers to Shakespeare, we 
“stand out of the way as much as possible, let them be 

there, ask their own questions, even answer back in 
their own way, and ‘think about it’” (p. 23). Film and 
theatrical adaptations may not allow us to stand far 
enough out of the way, but two texts that “disagree” 
may be positioned more equally than a script with a 
performance. They may, in fact, be literally set beside 
one another, page to page.

Though schedules are tight for teachers working 
within a strict curriculum, Shakespeare’s status in the 
canon has always demanded more time than other 
works studied in high school English classrooms. The 
addition of another text will obviously increase the 
amount of time devoted to the already lengthy Shake-
speare unit, but four to five weeks should be sufficient 
for teachers wanting to include young adult noveliza-
tions in the required unit reading. (The four novels 
described here—with the exception of Klein’s—run to 
about 200 pages in fairly large type). 

Alternatively, because the plots of the novels are 
modern and the language less rigorous, a few chap-
ters in the novels can also be assigned, paired with 
the relevant acts of the play. Independent reading is a 
third option. During class time, teachers could focus 
on promoting responses that encourage a creative 
engagement with both play and novel: journal entries 
tracking responses to characters and themes; Face-
book-style “status updates” for various characters; 
diagrams comparing the texts; drawings; dramatic 
readings; alternative endings; and, as final projects, 
either YouTube videos, storyboards, or written adapta-
tions of individual scenes. Students could present their 
work to the class in groups organized by the teacher 
to emphasize the diversity of readings, which may 
provoke participation even from those students less 
likely to respond in traditional classroom discussions. 

While the use of novelizations may not lend itself 
to the emphasis on testing mandated by the 2001 No 
Child Left Behind Act, it does offer the opportunity for 
more interaction, analysis, and creativity. We believe 
these promote more sophisticated reading strategies, 
which is surely the end goal, not only when introduc-
ing students to Shakespeare but to any text. And re-
gardless of the format in which we encourage them to 
respond, students will gain authority and confidence 
in their interpretive capabilities through the effort to 
respond, just as the professional adaptor does. In any 
of our classrooms, we may be nurturing—or stifling—
the creative minds who will, in the next decades, take 
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up the task of remaking Shakespeare. Perhaps read-
ing these revisions of Shakespeare will inspire today’s 
young adults to revisit this work on pages and stages 
and film sets of their own. For all their flaws, young 
adult novelizations like these four are part of the 
desire that seems to renew itself every few decades: 
to remake Shakespeare in our own image. Because 
they impact how contemporary adolescents interpret 
Shakespeare, the authors of young adult novelizations 
are inevitably helping to craft the “Shakespeare” that 
the twenty-first century will come to know; their ef-
forts thus deserve not only a place in our classrooms 
but also the attention of adaptation theorists, Shake-
speare specialists, and scholars of young adult and 
children’s literature. 

Sarah Barber teaches creative writing, Shakespeare, and 
British literature at St. Lawrence University. She holds a 
Ph.D. in English from the University of Missouri. Her book 
of poems, The Kissing Party, appeared in early 2010. 

Hayley Esther will graduate from the University of Mis-
souri with a B.A. in English in May 2011.

References
Bottoms, J. (2000). Familiar Shakespeare. In E. Bearne & V. 

Watson (Eds.), Where texts and children meet (pp. 11–25). 
London and New York: Routledge. 

Bowdler, T. (1807; reprinted 1847). The family Shakespeare. 
London: Longman, Brown, Green & Longmans. 

Burdett, L. (2002). Shakespeare can be fun: Much Ado about 
Nothing. Ontario: Firefly Books.

———. (2000). Shakespeare can be fun: Hamlet. Ontario: Firefly 
Books.

———. (1999). Shakespeare can be fun: The Tempest.  Ontario: 
Firefly Books.

———. (1997). Shakespeare can be fun: A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Ontario: Firefly Books.

———. (1996). Shakespeare can be fun: Macbeth. Ontario: 
Firefly Books.

Carlsen, G. R. (1980). Books and the teenage reader (2nd ed.) 
New York: HarperCollins.

Clarke, M. C. (1850-52; reprinted 1974). The girlhood of 
Shakespeare’s heroines. New York: AMS Press. 

Coville, B. (2003). Nutshells and infinite space: Stages of 
adaptation. In N. J. Miller (Ed.), Reimagining Shakespeare 
for children and young adults (pp. 56–66). New York and 
London: Routledge. 

Coville, B. (2007). William Shakespeare’s The winter’s tale. 
New York: Yearling.

———. (2004). William Shakespeare’s Hamlet. New York: Yearling.

———. (2003).  Nutshells and infinite space: Stages of adapta-
tion. In N. J. Miller (Ed.) 

Reimagining Shakespeare for children and young adults (pp. 
56-66). New York and London: Routledge. 

———. (2003). William Shakespeare’s Twelfth night. New York: 
Yearling.

———. (1999). William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. New 
York: Yearling. 

———. (1997). William Shakespeare’s Macbeth. New York: 
Yearling.

———. (1996). William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer night’s 
dream. New York: Yearling.

———. (1996). William Shakespeare’s The tempest. New York: 
Yearling. 

Crowe, C. (1998). Young adult literature: What is young adult 
literature? English Journal, 88(2), 120–122. 

Dakin, M. E. (2009). Reading Shakespeare with young adults. 
Urbana, IL: NCTE.

Fiedler, L. (2006). Romeo’s ex: Rosaline’s story. New York: 
Henry Holt. 

Fiedler, L. (2002). Dating Hamlet: Ophelia’s story. New York: 
Henry Holt. 

Garber, M. (2008). Shakespeare and modern culture. New 
York: Random House. 

Isaac, M. L. (2000). Heirs to Shakespeare: Reinventing the bard 
in young adult literature. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook. 

Klein, L. (2006). Ophelia. New York: Bloomsbury USA Children’s 
Books. 

Lamb, C., & Lamb, M. (1807; reprinted 1954). Tales from 
Shakespeare. London: J. M. Dent & Sons. 

Letters from Readers. (n. d.). suzanneselfors.com. Retrieved 
from http://suzanneselfors.com/SavingJuliet.html#letters.

Miller, N. J. (2003). “What’s in a name?”: Collaborating with 
Shakespeare at the millennium. In N. J. Miller (Ed.), Reimag-
ining Shakespeare for children and young adults (pp. 1–9). 
New York and London: Routledge. 

Nesbit, E. (1907; reprinted 1997). Beautiful stories from Shakes-
peare. New York: Smithmark.

———. (1897; reprinted 2005). The children’s Shakespeare. 
Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers.

Pinsent, P. (2004). “Not for an age but for all time”: The depiction 
of Shakespeare in a selection of children’s fiction. The New 
Review of Children’s Literature and Librarianship, 10, 115–126. 

Rosenblatt, L. (1995). Literature as exploration (5th ed.). New 
York: Modern Language Association.

Rozett, M. T. (1994). Talking back to Shakespeare. Newark: 
University of Delaware Press.

Selfors, S. (2008). Saving Juliet. New York: Walker & Company. 
Smith, C. L. (2008, September 3). Suzanne Selfors on To catch 

a mermaid and Saving Juliet [Interview]. Retrieved from 
http://cynthialeitichsmith.blogspot.com/2008/09/author-
interview-suzanne-selfors-on-to.html.

Stephens, J. (1992). Language and ideology in children’s fic-
tion. London: Longman Group. 

j52-59-ALAN-Sum11.indd   59 4/19/11   4:47 PM



The ALAN Review    Summer 2011

60

Finding Yourself in Books as a Teenager

Darren Shan

teenager finding himself in this conflicted, confusing 
twenty-first century world which we inhabit. On the 
one hand, it’s a fantastical, action-packed quest novel 
about a particularly unpleasant boy who wants to 
chop off heads for a living. On the other, it’s a story of 
redemption and hope, of making connections with our 
fellow human beings and learning from them, about 
how each one of us has the ability to change if we can 
force ourselves to look inwards and ask questions, 
and not simply accept as truth all of the things which 
we are told by our elders.

Jebel Rum, the central character in The Thin 
Executioner, has been brought up to believe that might 
makes right, that slavery is acceptable, that execu-
tion is a fit punishment for any and all crimes. He’s 
a nasty, self-centered, arrogant, merciless piece of 
work—but, as the novel makes clear, that’s because 
he is the product of a nasty, self-centered, arrogant, 
merciless society.

In the novel, Jebel sets off on a quest to gain 
magical powers which will allow him to become an 
executioner when he grows up. Along the way, he 
comes into contact with all sorts of people who see 
the world differently. At first, he dismisses them out 
of hand. He views them as heretics, savages, lesser 
creatures. He doesn’t respect their views, their beliefs, 
their right to live their lives as they see fit. He judges 
everyone by his own people’s standards, and if they 
fall short, he treats them with scorn and contempt.

But as the novel progresses, he starts to change. 
He begins to question what he has been taught. He 
examines the values on which he has been raised. 
He dares to think critically of those who have tried to 
shape him into a mirror image of themselves.

Jebel is a reluctant rebel. He doesn’t hold himself 

Note from the editors: Those lucky enough to be 
able to attend the 2010 ALAN Conference were able 
to listen to the droll, witty, macabre, yet surprisingly 
optimistic author Shan deliver this address. For those 
of you unable to join us, here it is. 

I had great pleasure in speaking at the NCTE/ALAN 
conference in Orlando in November, although I 
had to chuckle when informed of the subject of my 

speech. The last time I had spoken to an adult audi-
ence in the USA had been at an event in Reno a few 
years earlier, where I had spotted lots of teachers and 
librarians finding themselves. Finding themselves at 
slot machines, finding themselves at roulette wheels, 
finding themselves at . . . 

Pretty much all of my novels for teenagers deal 
with the issue of teens finding themselves. I think 
that’s what our teenage years are all about, discover-
ing and defining who we are. They’re years of self-
exploration, and my books deal with that, through the 
medium of horror and fantasy. I think horror and fan-
tasy lend themselves very well to this. They’re a way 
for teenagers to look at themselves indirectly, to have 
fun while they are busy finding out who they are.

A phrase I hate more than any other is, “Books 
are good for you.” I think that’s the kiss of death for a 
children’s book! Of course reading IS educational—but 
we need to keep that a secret. No self-respecting teen-
ager wants to do what is good for them! We have to 
slip our messages in behind a screen of entertainment. 
And what can be more entertaining for your average, 
bloodthirsty teenager than stories about demons, vam-
pires, and cannibals?!?

My novel, The Thin Executioner, deals head-on 
through the medium of fantasy with the theme of a 
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to be morally superior in any way, shape, or form. 
He simply can’t stand by and meekly accept doctrines 
that he no longer can believe in. He loses his faith in 
what he has been reared to hold as true—and in doing 
so, he discovers his humanity and emerges as a fully-
formed, self-determining individual.

What I love most about teenagers is that they all 
possess this ability to change. They’re not the finished 
article. They can learn from our mistakes and become 
better people than we are—at least in theory! They’re 
in the process of becoming, and I think teen literature 
should reflect and encourage this.

I hope that when teenagers read The Thin 
Executioner, they identify with Jebel Rum, that they 
see echoes of their own flaws and prejudices in him. 
While they’re enjoying their action-packed adventures 
with Jebel, I want them to take a closer look at their 
own beliefs and standards. And if they see the need 
for change, I wish with all my heart that Jebel’s ex-
periences can help them find the strength and deter-
mination within themselves to start working on those 
changes.

I also think teenage books can serve as a call to 
arms, that they can encourage teens to find them-
selves through self-expression. A good book can fire 
them up, get them excited, and motivate them into 
trying to grab life by the throat and shake up the uni-
verse. I have an example of this in a letter that a girl 
called Darci wrote to me a few months back. The Thin 
Executioner is a political book, an allegory about the 
times in which we live. As well as trying to help teen-
agers to look at themselves, I was also asking them to 
look piercingly at the world around them. Darci took 
my subtle urgings to heart and was stung into both 
thought and action by the book. I find her enthusiasm 
to share what she has learned contagious and exciting. 
If this was the only bit of positive feedback I had ever 
received about the book (luckily, it isn’t!), even by 
itself it would have made every day that I worked on 
the novel a worthwhile, rewarding experience.

Dear Mr. Shan,
I had been expecting the usual Shan experience 

from your latest book—dry, ironic, macabre, some-
what cute in a ghoulish way. I figured there would 
be a “deep” hidden message somewhere between the 
pages—there always is a message if you look hard 
enough—but I was not quite expecting what I found 
between the covers of The Thin Executioner.

Mr Shan, I am being absolutely honest and blunt 
when I say that this book needs to go down as required 
reading in the States for the next few generations. I 
have searched but have not found a book that deals 
so eloquently with the mistakes of the west other than 
your book. On the surface, the story is engaging and 
fascinating, without much bloodshed, pretty universal, 
and ageless. But it was with further inspection that it 
became apparent just how fantastic the novel is and 
how important it really could be to my country.

The concept of religious and racial tolerance, the 
clear reworking of the west/east battle into this truly 
beautiful work of art makes it stand out so fantasti-
cally. While reading it, I remember my jaw dropping 
once I realized that this wasn’t a book I could read 
recreationally. This was a book that I had to absorb 
into me, a book that would have a clear, resounding 
moral message that was going to carry much weight. 
There are so many layers to the novel that I am excited 
to go back and reread it and see just how many more I 
can reach.

Mr Shan, I have to thank you for writing this. I 
think that it may be one of the single most important 
pieces of literature to come out of this whole mess of 
a war. The book came into my life at a sort of ironic 
time—our collective summer reading book for my high 
school was a novel about a bunch of American sol-
diers going to Iraq during the first wave of attacks in 
2002. The book, while having good intentions, missed 
its mark pretty clearly. Although it could have been a 
wonderful piece of commentary and it could have re-
ally opened minds and changed hearts, it failed. I had 
been really disappointed in it and wondered why on 
earth the school was having us read it.

Then, of course, I found The Thin Executioner, 
and could only sit in awe as I devoured it. Where that 
other book failed, your book succeeded, passing every 
test with blinding accuracy.

I want you to know that I am going to fight to get 
this book on our summer reading list next year. I am 
going to argue with every teacher I have to in order to 
at least get it considered—because I think it is a clear 
choice. It’s simple enough for all the kids in the school 
to get something out of it, but deep enough that with 
gentle pushing and prodding by teachers, I think the 
kids could really get the message out of it.

I have never been so proud to call myself a Darren 
Shan fan.

Darci
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And I am very proud to have Darci as a fan. In 
fact, I’m rather relieved that I have her on my side; 
with that sort of drive, commitment, and passion, I 
think she could be a truly formidable enemy!

While I hope that my novels help teenagers learn 
a bit more about who they are, and help them find 
ways to express that, I’m all too aware that when it 
come to teen literature, no writer exists in a vacuum. 
We’re all in this together—readers, writers, teachers, 
librarians, parents, etc. As Darci pointed out, teachers 
and librarians who use books as inspirational tools are 
just as important in helping teenagers find themselves 
in books as writers are. They can direct children 
toward books that will help them grow and develop. 
They can help children get the most out of those 
books, to zone in on messages they might otherwise 
miss. They can start discussions and debates and en-
courage their students to think, question, and explore.

Obviously a teacher or librarian’s job is easy if 
they’re dealing with uplifting, respectable books and 
authors. But what happens when their kids are drawn 
to a degenerate rogue like me?!? Well, I wrote a piece 
about this some years ago, focusing on teenagers who, 
perhaps inspired by my books, were writing gross-out 
horror stories. I think it links in neatly with the argu-
ment I’ve been making thus far, so here it is.1

In school, I once wrote a bloodthirsty story for a stu-
dent teacher, thinking, “She’ll be young and hip enough 
to dig it.” She wasn’t, and I almost got expelled.

I’ve had more than a few letters over the years 
from children and parents complaining about teachers 
who don’t understand them, who criticise them if they 
choose to write horror stories, who demand blood-free, 
family-friendly tales. In my books, I’ve buried a child 
alive . . . killed off dozens of characters . . . cannibals 
have cavorted merrily . . . in one, a boy witnessed a 
demon using his split-in-two sister as a hand-puppet. 
Nice!

Oddly, I don’t get many complaints about my 
books, because as bloody as they are, most adults 
note the moral resonances. I write about kids who 
take responsibility, who put their lives on the line for 
family and friends, who learn the meaning of duty, 
courage, self-reliance. Horror is the web I weave to 
capture the attention of my teen readers. But they learn 
about much more than the workings of vampires and 
demons. Yes, I like bloody, action-packed fight scenes, 

but I’m more interested in exploring emotions and the 
problems my characters face, using fantasy to mirror 
and probe the more complex real world.

But as a teenager, I wasn’t concerned with using 
horror and fantasy to take my readers on a voyage of 
self-discovery. I wasn’t able to. Writers develop over 
time, with age and experience. At thirteen, fourteen, 
fifteen, I knew I wanted to be a writer. That’s when I 
began working hard, writing lots of short stories in my 
spare time, making my first stab at novels. I yearned to 
make an impression, create a story that readers would 
respond to, that would excite and thrill.

Lacking the ability to craft such stories, I went 
for full-on gore and violence instead. I travelled down 
many vile, vicious paths with my imagination, coming 
up with the sorts of stories that never see the light of 
day, being far better suited to as dark a setting as pos-
sible! But I learned to write good stories by churning 
out these crimson shams. Where writing is concerned, 
practise makes perfect. The advice I give young, would-
be writers—the only advice I think they ever really 
need—is, “The more you write, the better you get.”

Naturally, having been stung by showing one of 
my more colourful stories to an outraged teacher, I kept 
these stories to myself. I withdrew into my own secret 
world. I couldn’t let anyone into it because I feared 
the repercussions. My late teens were a negative time, 
because I was exploring a dark landscape and had 
undertaken the task by myself, with no one to guide or 
encourage me.

If I’d had a teacher I felt free to show my work to, 
and discuss it with, maybe I’d have come through the 
darkness earlier and easier than I did. I needed some-
one to tell me less is more, that I didn’t have to go into 
disgusting details to impress. Someone who wouldn’t 
criticise me for going off in the directions I took, but 
who could explain why they weren’t worth taking and 
lead me back to the road I eventually, luckily found by 
myself.

I think many teenagers have a terrible sense of 
feeling alone, especially if they’re of a creative bent and 
that creativity leads them to places that are frowned 
upon by the adults they interact with. Yes, it’s fun to 
be a rebel—but it can be scary, isolating, and depress-
ing, too. We don’t live in an ideal world. I know teach-
ing’s a hard job, that it’s easier to mark essays about 
what kids did in their summer holidays than give a 
free rein to surly teenagers who want to write about 
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zombies. But creativity isn’t a smooth ride. Sometimes 
it demands detours down grimy alleys of the mind, 
places no adult might want to visit, but which develop-
ing teens feel drawn to. As a teacher, you can choose 
to demand your students tread the straight and narrow 
line, forcing them to give up on writing or labor on 
by themselves, alone in the dark. Or you can encour-
age their imagination and try to help even the most 
creatively wayward students find their true direction. If 
you do, you might help the next Poe, Mary Shelley, or 
Stephen King to blossom. Of course, you might inadver-
tently create the next Charles Manson, too—but isn’t 
that a risk worth taking?!?

Finally, I want to return to something I said ear-
lier about believing that every child has the potential 
to change. I truly do believe that. And I believe that 
books can help even the most unlikely of children rise 
above the stigmas and lowly positions that society 
might have laboured them with. And I believe that 
horror and fantasy books in particular can shine the 
light of literature and self-discovery deep into even the 
darkest of teenage minds.

The reason I believe all of that can be explained 
far more eloquently than I could ever manage by a let-
ter I received some months ago, from a teacher called 
Melissa in Illinois. I do have to apologize in advance 
at this point, because the letter contains a swear word. 
And it’s one of the really bad swear words! I consid-
ered censoring it, but there’s a reason why I’m not 
going to, which I’ll talk about briefly after I’ve shared 
Melissa’s moving, uplifting letter with you.

Dear Mr Shan,
I would like to thank you for your series of Cirque 

Du Freak. As a Special Education teacher, I struggle ev-
ery day with ways to motivate and excite my students 
about reading. My job is even more of a challenge for 
several reasons. First, many of my students’ parents 
are Spanish speaking and are unable to assist their 
children. Second, my students live in extreme poverty 
and unsafe neighborhoods. It is not uncommon for my 
students to hear gun shots outside their windows on a 
nightly basis. Third, and probably most difficult, many 
of my students have been labeled behavior problems, 
and some have been told that they will never amount 
to anything.

Your series has changed my students’ views on 

my class and reading as a whole. I can’t tell you how 
wonderful it is to hear them talking about my class, 
mainly your books, in the halls, at breakfast, and at 
lunch. They are learning about foreshadowing, infer-
ences, and predictions. They now know how to write 
mind maps, and they are starting to read with intona-
tions instead of in just a monotone voice. Through your 
books, I am able to relate to my students, and for that 
I thank you.

In closing, I would like to leave you with a sen-
tence that one of my most difficult students (one of 
your biggest fans) told me the other day. “Fuck free 
time! Let’s read more!”

Sincerely,
Melissa.

Again, I apologise for the swearing—but at 
the same time, in truth, I’m not the least bit sorry! 
Because that letter was one of the most humbling I 
have ever received. I honestly found myself blinking 
back tears when I was first reading it. Then I got to 
that last line, and I punched the air with joy. Partly 
because of the sheer exhilaration and joy captured in 
that simple—albeit crude—outburst by the problem 
student. But mainly because I loved Melissa’s pride 
in her student. She didn’t criticise him for the way he 
expressed himself, because she was too delighted by 
what he was saying.

I think there’s a message in that for all of us. We 
can help teenagers find themselves with the help of 
books, but sometimes it means re-finding our own 
inner teenager and meeting them on common ground, 
first accepting them for who and what they are, not 
just who and what we hope we can help them be-
come.

Note
1 This piece can be found in Shan, D. (2006). Giving reign 

to horror. English Teaching Online, Vol. 1. Retrieved from 

http://www.teachit.co.uk/custom_content/newsletters/

newsletter_sep06.asp.

Darren Shan is the author of the New York Times best-
selling Cirque du Freak and Demonata series. You can 
learn more about him at his website http://www.
darrenshan.com and play The Thin Executioner computer 
game, if you have an extra minute or two to race across 
the icy bridge dodging bats. 
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Harry Potter and the Enchantments of  
Literature

Deanna Garza

modate the monopoly. So why not invite The Boy 
Who Lived into our classrooms? J. K. Rowling has 
masterfully crafted a work of great literature with the 
richness of language and literary devices. Reluctant 
students who balk at terms like allusion or avoid eye 
contact at the mention of themes in books that they ei-
ther did not relate to or just could not understand may 
be able to extract and enjoy these same elements from 
Harry Potter, simply on the grounds that it interests 
them. By introducing Harry Potter into the English 
classroom, teachers will observe their students becom-
ing enchanted by literature and, hopefully, through 
merely tracing the allusions found in Harry Potter, will 
choose to pursue the original alluded-to texts.

The Wonder of Allusions

The Wizarding world, forced to go underground with 
the International Statute of Secrecy in 1692 due to 
trouble with Muggles (non-magic folk), establishes an 
apt setting to learn a new curriculum—one of wand-
lore, care of magical creatures, and the history of mag-
ic, vastly different from the Muggle education. In this 
context, students gain a fresh perspective on learning, 
one that becomes magical again. The Wizarding world 
not only holds its own history, it also references ours. 
The Harry Potter series is rife with allusions to Greek, 
medieval, and Biblical literature, as well as other 
folklore. Students will recognize familiar mythological 
creatures, such as unicorns, goblins, dragons, and gi-
ants. Mostly, the associations for good and bad follow 
the established norm of legends. Unicorns still reign 
as majestic beings, goblins still scheme with cunning 

T oday, we hear over and over again how young 
people hate going to school; they hate reading 
“boring” books. Educators make school labori-

ous and uninteresting by not incorporating texts that 
appeal to young adults or have relevance in their 
lives. I babysit children who clamor and shout for sto-
ry time. I join in my teenage cousin’s rabid consump-
tion of the Twilight series, sighing over the sappy 
romance of it. I watch my sister flip through her guitar 
catalogues, reveling in the musical potential, while my 
brother studiously researches video game cheat codes, 
online or in books, for access to hidden weapons on 
Call of Duty: Black Ops to gain an advantage over his 
opponents. Young people do enjoy reading. 

Why, then, doesn’t this attitude transfer to the 
reading they do in school? In Wolk’s (2010) article, 
“What should students read?” he takes up the argu-
ment that teachers should bring what students read 
outside of class into the classroom. If we as educators 
take an interest in what students enjoy reading, we 
can utilize their eagerness about the texts to teach 
the elements of literature we want them to learn and 
more. Admittedly, not everything written has the 
potential to be used as literature for classroom instruc-
tion, but many texts outside of the established, worn-
out canon do merit further attention, like the Harry 
Potter series. 

J. K. Rowling’s books have been the cause of so 
much controversy over the last 10 years that they still 
top the charts for most challenged books; they have 
also been so successful that the New York Times cre-
ated a separate “children’s” bestseller list to accom-
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treachery, and dragons still embody adventure and 
great danger. However, a deeper study will lead us to 
notice close ties with ancient texts that we can use to 
introduce our students to other works, from Ovid to 
Malory to the Bible.

Greek Mythology

In Greek mythology, Cerberus is a three-headed dog 
who guards the entrance to the Underworld. When 
Orpheus visits the Underworld to retrieve Eurydice, he 
lulls Cerberus to sleep with his gift of music. In Harry 
Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, Fluffy is a three-head-
ed dog who guards the entrance to an underground 
maze that leads to the Sorcerer’s Stone. Playing a 
whittled flute that Hagrid gave him, Harry and friends 
lull Fluffy to sleep and gain entrance to the trapdoor 
he guards. Another dog in Greek mythology is Sirius; 
Sirius was the dog of Orion, who the goddess Artemis 
falls in love with. When Artemis unknowingly kills 
Orion, she places him in the heavens as a constel-
lation with his faithful dog, Sirius, at his heels. In 
Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, we learn 
that the character Sirius Black is an Animagus (a 
wizard who can transform into a certain animal at 
will). His animal form is a dog and, fittingly, he is the 
faithful friend. As Harry’s father’s best friend, Sirius 
soon joins him in death, protecting Harry. Students 
who do not know the story of Orion may still ques-
tion the connection between Sirius Black and Sirius 
satellite radio, whose logo is a dog with a star-shaped 
eye—Sirius is the Dog Star. This particular example 
reinforces the idea that understanding literature is rel-
evant to students’ lives. They are surrounded by these 
remnants of thought and beliefs, these connotations, 
in their everyday lives. Reading Harry Potter brings it 
all together in the classroom. 

The names of some of the characters also pertain 
to some Greek predecessors. Professor McGonagall, 
deputy headmistress to Albus Dumbledore and profes-
sor of Transfiguration, keeps her class at attention 
with a stern look. She is set as the rational character 
against Professor Trelawney, the professor of the 
mystical art of Divination. Professor McGonagall’s 
first name, Minerva, is the Roman counterpart for the 
Greek goddess Athena, the goddess of wisdom and 
craft. Professor Trelawney’s first name, Sybil, also 
derives from an allusion to the ancient gods. Sybil 
was the name for the high priestesses of Apollo, the 

god of prophecy. The school caretaker, Argus Filch, 
shares his first name with a mythological figure as 
well. Zeus, who often strayed during his marriage to 
Hera, became enamored of Io, eventually transform-
ing her into a heifer to protect her from his wife’s 
potential wrath. Always suspicious, Hera sets Argus 
of a hundred eyes to watch over Io so that she cannot 
resume her former shape as a beautiful young woman. 
Likewise, Filch is set over the student body, always 
watchful to catch students out of line. With his cat, 
Mrs. Norris, as a second pair of eyes, he sees every 
misdeed committed by 
students in the castle. 

Nymphadora Tonks, 
spritely and cheerful for 
an Auror (dark wizard 
catcher), reminds the 
reader of the nymphs that 
haunt the woods and wa-
ters of Greek mythology. 
As a Metamorphmagus (a 
wizard who can change 
appearance at will), she 
inherits the gift of the nymphs to change forms. Her 
name means gift of the nymphs, dora being the Latin 
word for gift. Interestingly, her mother, Andromeda, 
also has a Greek history. She was the daughter of an 
arrogant woman, and was sentenced to be punished 
for it before being rescued by Perseus. In Harry Potter, 
Andromeda is the sister of Narcissa (who like Narcis-
sus is in love with outer vanity) and Bellatrix, from a 
highly arrogant “Pureblood” family. She is saved from 
the same bigotry by her marriage to a Muggle-born 
man. (Another shape-shifter in Greek mythology was 
Proteus; Hermione uses a protean charm on coins to 
announce meetings for their secret gathering.)

Arthurian Legend

Arthurian legend has become so ingrained in our 
social consciousness that even though I had never 
actually read the medieval tale until college, I was 
able (via Disney, among other sources) to recognize 
the most important symbols: the sword in the stone, 
Excalibur, Merlin, Knights of the Round Table, the 
Holy Grail, King Arthur, Guinevere, and Sir Lancelot. 
After studying Malory’s account of King Arthur, I was 
able to read Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, if 
not the entire series, in a new light. As Prinzi (2009b) 

They are surrounded by 

these remnants of thought 

and beliefs, these conno-

tations, in their everyday 

lives.
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asserts in his book, Platform 9 ¾—Harry Potter & 
Imagination: The Way between Two Worlds, “The 
Wizarding world is an Arthurian world” (p. 86). While 
I noticed Merlin’s appearance on the Chocolate Frog 
wizard trading cards in The Sorcerer’s Stone, I counted 
it as a clever insert rather than as part of the richness 
of Arthurian allusions in the text. However, Prinzi’s 
(2009b) extensive list of Arthurian influences in Harry 
Potter (pp. 86–87) certainly merits attention:

•	 Harry	and	Arthur	were	both	orphaned,	taken	from	
their parents at an early age.

•	 Both	became	orphans	as	a	result	of	some	kind	of	
prophecy.

•	 Both	returned	to	their	original	“worlds”	with	no	
idea of their own special status—Harry as van-
quisher of Voldemort and Arthur as heir to the 
throne.

•	 Both	were	protected	by	a	wise	old	wizard	(Dumb-
ledore/Merlin).

•	 Dumbledore	and	Merlin	were	both	very	power-
ful and wise, but when they made mistakes, they 
made monumental ones.

•	 Accomplished	wizards	are	given	the	“Order	of	
Merlin”; the secret society of wizards fighting evil 
(Voldemort) was the “Order of the Phoenix.”

•	 Arthur	pulls	the	sword	out	of	the	stone	(and	is	giv-
en Excalibur by the Lady of the Lake), and Harry 
pulls the Sword of Gryffindor out of the Sorting 
Hat. In both cases, it is their special status that al-
lows them to be able to pull the sword (heir to the 
throne and “a true Gryffindor”). Later, Ron would 
also pull the sword out of a small body of water, 
and Neville will pull the sword out of the hat.

•	 Both	stories	employ	the	symbolism	of	a	griffin	as	
well as a white stag.

•	 Arthur	marries	Guinevere;	Harry	marries	Ginny	
(Ginevra, an alternative spelling of Guinevere). 

The Wizarding world is indeed an Arthurian 
world. Apart from Prinzi’s observations, the young 
reader will note that the Hogwarts castle itself fits into 
the medieval setting. The halls are lined with suits of 
armor; at least one painting of a knight-errant is men-
tioned, Sir Cadogan; the Great Hall mirrors those of 
old with a high table set at the front. Also, the wizard 
trading cards found in the Chocolate Frogs wrappers 
feature medieval figures (see http://www.hp-lexicon.
org/wizards/card_wizards.html). For instance, Merlin 

is a popular card and Morgan le Fay, referred to as 
Morgana, also appears on the cards. Wizard children 
collect these cards, they expand their knowledge of 
the world, and our students may follow their example, 
collecting and sharing allusions and references as if 
they were valuable trading cards.

Deathly Hallows can be read as an Arthurian 
quest structure, also. It was customary for knights-
errant to take a year to seek adventures in the forests; 
Harry, Ron, and Hermione leave before their last year 
of school to seek Voldemort’s Horcruxes (items that 
hold pieces of a dark wizard’s soul to preserve his 
immortality), visiting and hiding in various forests 
around the country. In the legends, errant knights al-
ways happened upon some great adventures through-
out the forest, meeting giants and fellow knights alike. 
In Deathly Hallows, we find a parallel. As Harry, Ron, 
and Hermione move through forests hoping to chance 
upon some clue of hidden Horcruxes and how to de-
stroy them, they find it. They discover the identity of 
the mysterious “R.A.B.” and manage to obtain the real 
locket Horcrux with the help of Kreacher, the house 
elf.

A mysterious symbol found in the book Dumb-
ledore leaves Hermione in his will leads them to both 
Godric’s Hollow, where Harry’s parents lived and 
danger awaits, and to Xenophilius’ home, where they 
learn of the Hallows and again are forced to make 
a narrow escape. As Harry follows the doe Patro-
nus (King Arthur chases a stag) into the woods, he 
chances upon the very sword they are looking for, 
but they must prove they are worthy of obtaining it, 
which Ron does. Even in the forest, with no signs of 
civilization, our quest seekers find their way through 
unexpected adventures; it is an established archetype 
that we have been taught to recognize, even more so 
through a pop-cultural transformation of the Arthurian 
legend. 

Christian References

When Harry Potter took his first stroll down Diagon 
Alley, it brought him back into the wizarding world 
his parents had inhabited, but in this world, so far, 
he was just as alone as he was in the Muggle world 
with the Dursleys. He was still an orphan. On this 
trip, Hagrid buys Harry a white snowy owl, whom 
Harry decides to name Hedwig. She is loyal and con-
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stant, and always knows where he is, even when he 
doesn’t know himself. Over tedious summers spent 
with his Muggle relatives, Hedwig provides a source 
of comfort, a source of hope; she brings good tidings. 
It comes as no surprise then to find out that in the 
Catholic canon of saints, St. Hedwig is a patron saint 
of orphans (Paulsell, “A saint for hard times,” 2009). 
In the beginning of Deathly Hallows, Harry is not 
alone anymore, and he can look after himself. Rowl-
ing emphasizes his maturity by having Hedwig give 
her life for Harry, making it easier for him to escape 
Voldemort’s clutches once again. He is no longer the 
little lost orphan boy we meet in book one; he will be 
fine without his patron saint. 

Another bird from Harry Potter with religious con-
notations is the phoenix. This mythological bird was 
said to burst into flames at death and be reborn from 
its own ashes. Also, according to one website that dis-
cusses the meaning behind phoenix tattoos, “Jewish 
legend describes the phoenix as the one creature that 
did not leave paradise with Adam, and that its legend-
ary longevity is due to abstaining from the forbidden 
fruit that tempted the ‘first man’” (www.thevanishing-
tattoo.com/tattoos_designs_symbols_phoenix.htm), 
As such, it was a symbol of rebirth and resurrection, 
of victory over death—a figure reminiscent of Christ 
rising from the tomb. 

As students recall the story of Adam and Eve 
and their encounters with Satan in the form of the 
serpent in the garden, a certain scene in Harry Potter 
and the Chamber of Secrets becomes more poignant. 
When Harry, representative man, fights the Basilisk, 
King of Serpents, down in the Chamber of Secrets, he 
fails; like Adam, he is overpowered by the serpent. 
In an attempt to combat the Basilisk, he lunges with 
Gryffindor’s sword and a Basilisk fang pierces his arm, 
injecting deadly venom. Harry feels his life ebbing. 
Just as God tells the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “he shall 
bruise thy head, and thou shall bruise his heel,” fore-
shadowing the coming of Christ, Fawkes, the phoenix, 
fulfills the promise as the Christ figure in the novel. 
He appears on the scene with a weapon for Harry and 
disarms the Basilisk by pecking out its eyes, its source 
of deadly power. But Harry has already fallen, he’s al-
ready dying from the serpent’s sting, and the phoenix 
must save him with his tears (phoenix tears are the 
only known antidote for Basilisk venom). As man is 
saved from death by Christ’s suffering, so the passion 

of the phoenix also restores Harry to life. Imbued with 
new life from the Christ-Phoenix, a regenerate Harry 
then is able to rise victoriously from the depths of the 
Chamber with Ginny in his arms. 

Harry is also given a Christ-like status in the 
novels. Again, Prinzi (2009b) points out the descent/
resurrection scenes that Harry goes through in each 
book, to name a few: descent through the trapdoor 
in Sorcerer’s Stone, awakening three days later in the 
hospital wing; descent into the Chamber of Secrets, 
saved by Fawkes who car-
ries him out; descent into 
the Ministry in The Order 
of the Phoenix, where he 
again is saved by Dumb-
ledore and Fawkes; and 
descent into Voldemort’s 
cave in The Half-Blood 
Prince, where he is saved 
from the Inferi (corpses 
animated by a dark wizard) by red and gold flames 
(phoenix imagery) conjured by Dumbledore (pp. 108–
109). Hopefully, pointing out these parallels in the 
books will capture a student’s attention. Young people 
like knowing the answers and finding things that they 
think no one else has. Given just a few examples, they 
will often try to find the rest.

In the chapter, “The Forest Again,” Harry will-
ingly walks into Voldemort’s lair. This solitary walk 
through the forest toward his death is reminiscent of 
Christ’s willingness to walk to his death. While Harry 
does not bear the weight of other people’s transgres-
sions, he is burdened by the need to save them from 
the evil of Lord Voldemort. By allowing himself to die 
for others, Harry ensures that Voldemort kills only the 
part of his soul that he unknowingly left on Harry—a 
part that would have enabled him to return to life. 
Just like it had to be Christ who died on the cross, it 
had to be Harry who died at Voldemort’s hands to ful-
fill the prophecy. Harry’s sacrifice physically protects 
the castle he died for, just as his mother’s sacrifice 
covered his skin so that evil could not touch him, 
another reference to Christ’s sacrifice that spiritually 
covers the Christian believer. 

Conclusion

Students are reading Harry Potter. They are being 
exposed to a wealth of cultural history, even if they 

Hopefully, pointing out 

these parallels in the 

books will capture a  

student’s attention.
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do not realize it at first. It is our job as educators 
to bring interest back into learning and equip our 
students with “literacies” to help them better under-
stand the world we live in and how it came to be. 
In the textbook, Literature for Today’s Young Adults 
(2009), Nilsen and Donelson quote Van Biema who 
asks, “Wouldn’t the thrill of recognition have been 
more satisfying if students knew enough to ask for it 
on their own?” (p. 97). Young people are naturally 
inquisitive; as educators we must continue to nurture 
their minds by teaching these valuable popular texts 
that are relevant and stimulating. I hope I have shown 
just through following the richness of classical allu-
sions in the Harry Potter series that popular texts can 
be used to augment the education of young adults, 
and possibly even pique their interest in reading the 
original “classics.” We need to keep them enchanted 
with literature.

Deanna Garza is a recent graduate of Baylor University, 
where she received a Bachelor’s Degree in English. She 
plans to pursue a Master’s degree in Library Science, and 
currently works as a Library Assistant at The Texas Col-
lection library on Baylor campus. Her research interests 
include young adult literature and classical mythology.

References
Nilsen, A. P., & Donelson, K. L. (2009). Literature for today’s 

young adults. Boston: Pearson. 
Paulsell, S. (2009). A saint for hard times: Saint Hedwig. The 

Christian Century, 126(7). 37. 
Prinzi, T. (Ed.). (2009a). Hog’s head conversations: Essays on 

Harry Potter. Allentown, PA: Zossima Press.
Prinzi, T. (2009b). Platform 9 ¾—Harry Potter & imagination: 

The way between two worlds. Allentown, PA: Zossima Press.
Rowling, J. K. (1997). Harry Potter and the sorcerer’s stone. 

New York: Arthur A. Levine. 
Rowling, J. K. (1999). Harry Potter and the chamber of secrets. 

New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J. K. (2000). Harry Potter and the prisoner of Azkaban. 

New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J. K. (2004). Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoe-

nix. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J. K. (2005). Harry Potter and the half-blood prince. 

New York: Arthur A. Levine. 
Rowling, J. K. (2007). Harry Potter and the deathly hallows. 

New York: Arthur A. Levine. 
Wolk, S. (2010). What should students read? Phi Delta Kappan, 

91(7), 8–16.

Search for New Editor of Research in the Teaching of English

NCTE is seeking a new editor of Research in the Teaching of English. In May 2013, the term of the present editors, Mark 

Dressman, Sarah McCarthey, and Paul Prior, will end. Interested persons should send a letter of application to be received no 

later than August 15, 2011. Letters should include the applicant’s vision for the journal and be accompanied by the applicant’s 

vita, one sample of published writing, and two letters specifying financial support from appropriate administrators at the appli-

cant’s institution. Applicants are urged to explore with their administrators the feasibility of assuming the responsibilities of a 

journal editor. Do not send books, monographs, or other materials that cannot be easily copied for the search committee. The 

applicant appointed by the NCTE Executive Committee in February 2012 will effect a transition, preparing for his or her first 

issue in August 2013. The appointment is for five years. Applications should be sent electronically to Kurt Austin, Publications 

Director, kaustin@ncte.org, or by mail to Kurt Austin, Research in the Teaching of English Editor Search Committee, NCTE, 

1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL  61801-1096.

 Questions? Email kaustin@ncte.org or call 217-278-3619.

l64-68-ALAN-Sum11.indd   68 5/13/11   9:11 AM



The ALAN Review    Summer 2011

69

Jeffrey Kaplan

Why Literacy (and Young Adult Literature) 
Matters: 
A Review of Current Research

Research Connection

In an era of accountability 
(and in particular, high-stakes 
testing), discussion is often 

centered on “what young people 
know” and very little on “how 
young people feel.” Lost in the mad 
rush to satisfy bureaucrats and par-
ents anxious to see students score 
well on state exams are any real in-
dicators (or discussion) as to what 
really matters in the lives of young 
people and, in particular, their own 
literary needs and desires. Simply, 
are we forcing children to perform? 
To read what they are not ready to 
read? And if so, at what cost?

What follows are a group of 
relevant and recent research studies 
that both highlight and question 
our (and the world’s) fascination 
with “racing to the top” of the 
proverbial academic achievement 
ranking with little or no regard as 
to what matters most in the lives 
of young people. As these research 
studies illustrate, literacy education 
is more than measuring academic 
achievement; it is helping young 
people find good books to read. 

Reading for Pleasure

Young people read for many 
reasons, one of which is for pure 
pleasure; as these reviews suggest, 
reading for pleasure is a noble goal 
in and of itself. In “Reasons for 
Reading: Why Literature Matters,” 
Hodges (2010) suggests that op-
portunities for children and young 
people to read for pleasure in 
school has significantly decreased 
as a direct result of curriculum 
mandates and standardized testing. 
Recent research in England, the 
author suggests, indicates that there 
has been a strong emphasis on 
meeting objectives and managing 
curriculum to the obvious neglect 
of why reading matters in the first 
place. Moreover, the article under-
scores that no research or policy 
documentation explicitly states why 
literature has a clear role to play in 
English education. Consequently, 
in England (as elsewhere), young 
adult literature does not find itself 
in a prominent place in the school’s 
curriculum.

Similar arguments for using 
relevant reading material with 
adolescents (as well as adults) 
is underscored in Daisy’s (2010) 
“Secondary Preservice Teachers 
Remember Their Favorite Reading 
Experiences: Insights and Implica-
tions for Content Area Instruc-
tion.” This cogent article examines 
secondary preservice teachers’ 
favorite past reading experiences in 
light of how their rememberances 
can improve classroom reading 
instruction. Using a multilateral 
qualitative research design, the au-
thor examines preservice teachers’ 
survey results, quotes, drawings, 
and reflections on several reading 
strategies to promote content area 
achievement. Not surprisingly, the 
researcher finds that preservice 
teachers’ memories of favorite read-
ing experiences suggest a strong 
wish for school reading material 
that is relevant and meaningful to 
the lives of the young adults they 
will eventually teach.

Polleck’s “Creating Transfor-
mational Spaces: High School Book 
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Clubs with Inner City Adolescent 
Females” (2010) is a fascinating 
read that explores in considerable 
detail how a high school book club 
transformed the lives of 12 Latina 
and African American inner city 
high school girls. Through their 
voices and his astute observations, 
this researcher demonstrates how 
a single high school book club 
provides a forum where affective 
and cognitive development occur 
simultaneously and results in verifi-
able evidence of the transformative 
nature of promoting literacy among 
adolescents. Using charts, book 
lists, and recreated dialogue, Pol-
leck demonstrates how dialoguing 
about teen books can both increase 
literacy appreciation and meet 
the social and emotional needs of 
adolescents.

Continuing in this posi-
tive vein, Koss and Teale (2009) 
underscore how the market for 
young adult literature has continu-
ally grown due to a stronger focus 
on adolescent literacy; in addition, 
YA novels are becoming more and 
more appealing not only to teens, 
but also to parents and teachers. 
In their article “What’s Happening 
in Young Adult Literature? Trends 
in Books for Young Adolescents,” 
Koss and Teale compile a list of 
recent books rated as “high quality” 
by teachers, selected as favorites 
by students, and promoted as best 
sellers by the marketplace. Content 
analysis reveals that the majority 
of popular and/or award-winning 
books are also primarily realistic in 
content and form and, for the most 
part, are not multicultural in char-
acter or setting. Koss and Teale be-
lieve that the focus in YA books—
especially those that are popular 
and best-selling—has shifted from 

social issues (race, drugs, and social 
class) to social conditions (fitting 
in, finding oneself, and major life 
changes) involving teenagers. Also 
noted is the lack of LGBT charac-
ters in popular YA fiction.

In “Peer Influences on Young 
Teen Readers: An Emerging Tax-
onomy,” Howard (2010) outlines 
the results of a research study to 
determine the role of recreational 
or pleasure reading in the lives 
of 12–15-year-old residents of the 
Halifax Regional Muncipality, Nova 
Scotia, Canada. What the author 
learns is that the results are mixed, 
at best. The study finds that teens’ 
attitudes toward peer influence on 
their pleasure reading is complex, 
and is best defined by the read-
ing habits of the teens in question; 
simply, some were influential, and 
some were simply not. Moreover, 
the study shows a clear division 
between boys and girls, with girls 
doing far more independent read-
ing that their male counterparts. 
Finally, the study demonstrates the 
significance of adult mentoring on 
influencing teen readers, especially 
males. 

Reading for Social  
Significance

Besides reading for pleasure, young 
adults often read to learn about 
themselves and the issues that mat-
ter most to them. The reading for 
social significance is evidenced by 
the many research and related stud-
ies demonstrating the effectiveness 
of reading for meaning.

Direct evidence of reading for 
meaning is found in Ma’ayan’s “Er-
ika’s Stories: Literacy Solutions for 
a Failing Middle School Student” 
(2010). In this intriguing read, the 

author discusses how she was able 
to help a struggling middle school 
student overcome her literacy 
disengagement through reading 
young adult historical fiction and 
magazines. By focusing in on one 
particular middle school girl, the 
researcher underscores the impor-
tance of using culturally relevant 
and age-appropriate texts to engage 
even the most reluctant learners. 

In “Moving Beyond the Inclu-
sion of LGBT Themed Literature in 
English Language Arts Classrooms: 
Interrogating Heteronormativity 
and Exploring Intersectionality,” 
Blackburn and Smith (2010) ex-
plore the ever so contentious issue 
of combating homophobia by using 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and/or questioning-themed young 
adult novels and texts. The authors 
assert that schools enforce the es-
tablishment of conventional gender 
roles or heteronormativity and, in 
so doing, imply that homosexuality 
is abnormal. Thus, they examine 
LGBT-themed literature and its im-
pact on the reading lives of young 
adults. 

Author and critic Cart discusses 
the prevalence of high-risk-taking 
behaviors in “A Literature of Risk” 
(2010a). This smart read explores 
the pervasive culture of violence 
among teens in the United States 
and how this culture permeates not 
only our nation’s classrooms, but 
our young adult fiction as well. Cart 
underlines how bullying and cyber-
bullying, specifically, are often sim-
ply a reflection of media orientation 
and our excessive exposure to the 
multimodal contemporary expres-
sions that at least encourage violent 
behavior in adolescents. Thus, 
Cart recommends that adolescents, 
educators, and young adult fiction 
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writers must treat discussions of 
violence (and the reading thereof) 
as gateways to promoting empathy 
and understanding. 

Philion’s compelling academic 
research on what young adults 
are reading, “The Age of ?: Using 
Young Adult Literature to Make 
Sense of the Contemporary World” 
(2009), discusses the author’s proj-
ect of using young adult literature 
as a methodology to understand 
contemporary adolescent social 
mores and attitudes. By reading 40 
young adult novels garnered from 
the 2006–2007 lists generated by 
the Young Adult Library Services 
Association (YALSA), Philion was 
able to discern four themes in the 
YA books he read—fear, diversity, 
exceptionality, and creativity; these 
themes underscore the world in 
which young adults live and per-
ceive. Each theme, this researcher 
contends, demonstrates an “evoca-
tive idea of the current era and 
predominant ideal of thought” (p. 
49) preoccupied by young people 
and the age in which they live. The 
author’s thesis is that young adult 
literature is the window to the con-
temporary world.

Equally compelling, Sturm and 
Karin present an intriguing look 
at why young adults are drawn to 
problem novels in “The Structure 
of Power in Young Adult Problem 
Novels” (2009). Problem novels, 
as defined by Sturm and Karin, are 
stories realistic in content and style 
that discuss common problems as-
sociated with adolescence—insecu-
rity, loneliness, vulnerability, peer 
pressure, and anger management 
issues, among others. Teenagers 
are often drawn to problem novels 
for several reasons, most promi-
nently because not only can the 

readers identify with the elements 
of the story—those characters and 
events that resemble their own 
lives or lives of people they know—
they can also “identify with the 
feelings of chaos and exaggeration 
that the structure of these books 
creates within us” (p. 42). These 
researchers believe that the feelings 
generated by problem novels—
through short paragraphs; acces-
sible sentences; blunt language; 
overt sexuality; anti-authoritarian 
spirit; and sarcastic, often gallows, 
humor—lead to an easy attraction 
for teens who are seeking an outlet 
for their own emotional uneasiness 
with who they are and what they 
represent.

In “Reading for a Better World: 
Teaching for Social Responsibil-
ity with Young Adult Literature” 
(2009), Wolk outlines how young 
adult books are a natural fit for 
teaching adolescents about social 
responsibility. Using Paul Volponi’s 
young adult novel Black and White 
(2005), Wolk describes a curricu-
lum that stresses instilling social 
awareness, intellectual curiosity, 
and active citizenship. What is 
most intriguing about this engaging 
read is Wolk’s extensive research 
of actual teens to whom he simply 
asks, “Why do you read in school?” 
Unfortunately, Wolk writes that 
the majority respond, “to get the 
assignment done.” Wolk implores 
teachers to extend their students’ 
reading beyond routine school 
work and calls for social renewal 
and justice through inquiry-based 
learning, critical self-reflection, and 
service-learning experiences. 

Finally, reading for social 
significance also includes reading 
for identity, as Yokota explores 
in “Asian Americans in Literature 

for Children and Young Adults” 
(2009), an intriguing look at how 
Asian Americans are portrayed in 
children’s and young adult books. 
Since the 1990s, the author claims 
that the representation of Asians 
and Asian Americans in literature 
has grown substantially. More-
over, Yokota writes, the range and 
complexity of Asian characters has 
matured as well—stereotypes are 
giving way to more roundly de-
veloped characters. Thus, reading 
matters for young people, especially 
the often-forgotten Asian American 
minority, who are slowly but surely 
beginning to see themselves in 
young adult fiction.

Reading for Literary Merit

In addition to reading for pleasure 
and social significance, students 
do read for literary merit, although 
they might not know it. Their first 
instinct is to read when they find 
something “wonderful to read,” 
and these pieces reveal how impor-
tant it is that teachers and students 
know that reading for literary merit 
on the one hand and the direction 
that popular reading finds itself in 
the 21st century on the other are 
often at odds.

In “A New Literature for a New 
Millennium? The First Decade of 
the Printz Awards” (2010), Cart ad-
dresses how the young adult books 
are selected for the Printz prize 
(the winner and three honorable 
mentions) and their impact, if any, 
on young adults and their reading 
habits. Noting that the Printz award 
is solely for literary merit—not 
popularity—Cart remarks that not 
every Printz choice (as of 2010, 10 
winners and 38 honorable men-
tions) is universally popular with 
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booksellers, media specialists, and 
librarians who are concerned more 
about accessibility and interest to 
teen readers. Hence, these good 
books—fiction, nonfiction, and all 
other genres and types—often go 
unnoticed by both adolescents and 
adults looking for good books to read.

Questioning popularity is the 
theme of Johnston’s “Consuming 
Desires: Consumption, Romance, 
and Sexuality in Best-Selling Teen 
Romance Novels” (2010). This 
engaging study raises the question, 
“Yes, kids are reading, but what are 
they reading and why?” and then 
examines popular brand names 
among best-selling young adult 
romance series, such as Gossip Girl, 
A-List, and Clique. Johnston under-
lines the direct connection between 
this romantic popular fiction and 
overt marketing promotions. The 
researcher’s contention is that these 
ever-popular books promote roman-
tic and sexual desirability, but offer 
a limited understanding of feminin-
ity—in other words, characteristics 
that benefit publishers and retailers 
rather than adolescent readers. 

Finally, of interest to our read-
ers is a compelling new volume 
of essays in the journal Studies 
in the Novel (2010) about young 
adult literature and its impact on 
the publishing industry and media 
in general. In the edition’s intro-
duction, “Kicking It Up beyond 
the Casual: Fresh Perspectives in 
Young Adult Literature,” Cappella 
describes 11 essays that discuss 
with considerable detail and insight 
significant new trends and develop-
ments toward reconsidering and 
reconceptualizing young adult 
literature as a genre. In the first 
section of the issue, five essays 
focus on contemporary, realistic YA 

novels. The second section includes 
three provocative essays exploring 
young adult novels set in the realm 
of fantasy and/or science fiction. 
Finally, the third section examines 
the genre of young adult literature 
as it appeared in England during 
the Victorian Era and in America 
during the 1930s. By discussing 
historical young adult books, the 
authors of these intriguing essays 
demonstrate how contemporary 
theoretical perspectives can cast 
new light on young adult books; 
how social morays can affect the 
subject of young adult literature; 
and most important, why reading 
young adult literature by young 
adults has always mattered.

Conclusion

All in all, these studies indicate 
that adolescents do read—when 
given something worthwhile to 
read—and that even in the age of 
competing conflicts (the lure of 
technology and the bane of high-
stakes testing), young people are 
still drawn to good stories for the 
same reasons as adolescents before 
them; they want to read for fun, for 
meaning, and for the joy of lan-
guage itself. If only our politicians 
would take this to heart.

Jeffrey Kaplan is an associate profes-
sor in the College of Education at the 
University of Central Florida in Orlando.
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drizzle by K
athleen V

an C
leve 

Fantasy/M
ystery/Identity

D
ial B

ooks for Y
oung R

eaders, 2010, 358 pp., $16.99 
ISB

N
: 978-0-8037-3362-6

Polly Peabody is an unusual girl grow
ing up in an extraordinary place—

her fam
ily’s 

m
agical rhubarb farm

. A
lthough she’s at hom

e w
ith her best friend H

arry, the chocolate 
rhubarb plant, and the other creatures on the farm

, Polly feels like an outcast at school. 
W

hen G
randm

om
 dies, everything begins to unravel. A

unt Edith returns to m
anage the 

farm
. A

lthough the farm
 and fam

ily thrive for years, trouble erupts w
hen A

unt Edith 
suddenly decides to sell the farm

. T
he rain stops. T

he plants w
ilt. Polly’s brother Freddy 

becom
es deathly ill. It’s up to Polly and her organic friends to solve the m

ystery linking 
the unfortunate events and save her loved ones from

 disaster. 

T
his fantasy tale com

bines faith, science, and m
agic as Polly discovers the farm

’s 
secrets and her true identity. 

T
am

ara Fyke
N

ashville, T
N

Fin
din

g M
y P

lace by T
raci L. Jones 

H
istorical Fiction/Prejudices

Farrar Straus G
iroux, 2010, 181 pp., $16.99 

ISB
N

: 978-0-374-33573-1

It is 1975 in the suburbs outside of D
enver, C

olorado. T
iphanie Jayne B

aker is new
, in 

the ninth grade, and the only B
lack girl at her high school. She has learned from

 her 
parents, m

em
bers of the civil rights m

ovem
ent, how

 to carry herself above the fray and 
outperform

 her peers in order to represent her race. B
ut it’s hard for her in the face of 

glaring eyes and som
e outspoken bigots in the hallw

ays, especially w
hen her friends 

from
 her old school accuse her of becom

ing “w
hitew

ashed” by her new
 surroundings. 

W
hen she fi

nally m
eets Jackie Sue, T

iphanie know
s she’s found a real friend, and one 

w
ith an unbelievable vocabulary. B

ut she quickly learns that being B
lack in a W

hite com
-

m
unity is not the only thing that keeps you outside the inner circle in ritzy B

rent H
ills. 

 
Elizabeth Self

 
N

ashville, T
N

E
n
trapm

en
t by M

ichael Spooner 
R

elationships/M
odern C

om
m

unication
M

argaret K
. M

cElderry B
ooks, 2009, 320 pp., $8.99 

ISB
N

: 978-1-4424-0366-6

A
 disgruntled shrew

 (A
nnie) and a bored poet-m

asterm
ind (Johnson) team

 up to test 
the relationships of their friends in this blithe com

edy of errors. A
nnie convinces her 

tw
o best friends to tell their devoted boyfriends that they w

ill be out of tow
n for a few

 
w

eeks and unable to com
m

unicate. M
eanw

hile, Johnson tricks the boys into joining 
a chat room

 w
here they w

ill be w
elcom

ing tw
o alluring foreign exchange students to 

their school (the tw
o girls in disguise). T

he stakes get higher and higher as the girls 
attem

pt to steal the hearts of the boys, all the w
hile hoping they w

ill be faithful.

T
old entirely in chat and blogs, this m

odern rom
ance is an enjoyable riff on Shakespear-

ean com
edy. Love is attacked w

ith barbed w
ords, cynical plotting, beautiful strangers, 

and staunch disbelief, but still m
anages trium

ph. T
his book w

ould appeal m
ost to 

students in grades 8 through 10. 
Jessie Lorim

er
R

ogers, A
R

Flirt C
lu

b by C
athleen D

aly  
G

row
ing U

p/H
um

or/Friendship/R
elationships

R
oaring B

rook Press, 2010, 281 pp., $15.99 
ISB

N
: 978-1-59643-572-8

W
here w

as this book w
hen I w

as in junior high suffering from
 the anxiety of being the 

only girl w
ithout a boyfriend? D

aly’s Flirt C
lub is a book about tw

o self- proclaim
ed 

geeky dram
a nerds, A

nnie (B
ean) and Izzy (C

isco), w
ho form

 Flirt C
lub to help them

 
overcom

e their shyness around boys and practice fl
irting w

ith anyone (and an
ythin

g) 
that com

es their w
ay. 

T
old entirely through notes betw

een A
nnie and Izzy, diary entries, and club m

inutes, 
Flirt C

lub captures the m
any struggles of being an adolescent girl caught betw

een child
-

hood and w
om

anhood, w
hile also show

ing the laughter and silliness that goes along 
w

ith just being 13 years old. N
o m

atter your age, through laughter and tears, D
aly’s 

novel rem
inds us of how

 it feels to have butterfl
ies in your stom

ach just looking at a 
boy, as w

ell as the value of a loyal friend. 
 

B
rittany V

orenkam
p

 
B

aton R
ouge, LA
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H
alf B

roth
er by K

enneth O
ppel 

Fiction/Experim
entation

Scholastic Press, 2010, 384 pp., $17.99 
ISB

N
: 978-0-545-22925-8

O
n B

en’s 12th birthday, his m
om

 com
es hom

e w
ith an eight-day-old chim

p. B
oth of 

B
en’s parents are scientists, and the chim

p is their new
 project. B

en’s father is clear 
that the chim

p is to be used for science, but B
en’s m

other’s project has a different 
tw

ist, and she w
ants to really treat the chim

p as a m
em

ber of the fam
ily. B

en doesn’t 
like Z

an (the chim
p) at fi

rst, but then he becom
es attached to him

 as if he w
ere his 

little brother. W
hen B

en’s father decides that Z
an isn’t learning language as w

ell as he 
should, Z

an gets sent to a refuge for chim
ps. W

hen B
en realizes that Z

an is going to be 
sold for m

edical research, he steals him
 back. Eventually, Z

an ends up in a sanctuary 
w

here he is safe from
 research and can live w

ith other chim
panzees in an appropriate 

and protected environm
ent.

 
A

pril W
ulber

 
Y

orkshire, O
H

H
om

e Is w
ith

 O
u
r Fam

ily by Joyce H
ansen  

C
om

ing of A
ge/A

bolition M
ovem

ent
D

isney: Jum
p at the Sun B

ooks, 2010, 272 pp., $16.99 
ISB

N
: 978-0-7868-5217-8

A
ll that m

atters to M
aria Peters is that she is about to turn 13—

the age w
hen she’ll be 

considered grow
n up enough to attend abolitionist m

eetings. She’s driven by the m
es-

sage of Sojourner T
ruth and longs to be a part of the anti-slavery m

ovem
ent. M

aria’s 
life becom

es com
plicated w

hen the city threatens to tear dow
n the safe haven for free 

blacks and escaped slaves. M
aria discovers that turning 13 m

ay signify m
uch m

ore 
than she im

agined.

H
om

e Is w
ith O

ur Fam
ily seam

lessly w
eaves M

aria’s personal story w
ith signifi

cant 
historical events. H

ansen’s characters, setting, and actions create for the reader a picture 
of life for free and enslaved blacks in 1855 that cannot be ignored. R

eaders w
ill fi

nd 
them

selves confronting one of the darkest m
om

ents in A
m

erican history and em
erging 

w
ith a sense of hope for the nation and pride in the ones w

ho fought to m
ake it free.

Evelyn B
aldw

in
Fayetteville, A

R

Illyria by Elizabeth H
and 

T
een R

om
ance/Fam

ily
V

iking, 2010, 135 pp., $15.99 
ISB

N
: 978-0-670-01212-1

T
he T

ierney cousins live shrouded in darkness, held together by m
em

ories of a great 
grandm

other. T
he tw

o w
ho keep the fam

ily alive are fi
rst cousins—

and closest friends—
M

adeline and R
ogan. W

hen they are both cast in roles in the school production of 
T

w
elfth N

ight, their relationship begins to take a turn from
 friendship to forbidden love. 

O
bsessed w

ith each other, the tw
o begin dow

n a dangerous path.

A
n intriguing com

bination of m
agical realism

 and a story of illicit love, Illyria at turns 
surprises and shocks its readers as the characters push the boundaries of acceptability 
and reality. From

 m
agical stages to attic hideaw

ays, H
and traces the characters through 

their relationships, ultim
ately shaping a novel that does not sim

ply detail obsession, 
but one that is unafraid to reveal its consequences as w

ell. Illyria is an excellent novel 
for any reader caught up in stories about forbidden teen love and rom

ance.
Evelyn B

aldw
in

Fayetteville, A
R

H
eart of a Sam

u
rai by M

argi Preus  A
dventure/ C

om
ing of A

ge/ International T
ravel

A
m

ulet B
ooks, 2010, 304 pp., $15.95  

ISB
N

: 978-0-8109-8981-8

A
t 14, M

anjiro is sw
ept aw

ay from
 his hom

eland of Japan by a terrible storm
. A

t fi
rst, 

survival is all he and his crew
m

ates w
orry about. B

ut after being rescued by an A
m

eri-
can w

haling vessel, the Japanese fi
sherm

en share the fear that the legendary “foreign 
devils” w

ill poison their m
inds w

ith barbaric w
ays of thinking. A

ll except M
anjiro. H

is 
curiosity and quick m

ind spur him
 to learn m

ore about the possibilities of life beyond 
the shores of his village. H

e even becom
es friends w

ith the ship’s captain, w
ho even-

tually takes him
 to A

m
erica as his adopted son. Life in A

m
erica is full of opportunity 

and freedom
, but not w

ithout a price. 

Preus’s fi
ctional retelling of this true story w

ill captivate readers of all ages. Including 
archival illustrations by M

anjiro, this hero’s tale is a fascinating look at the original 
bridges built betw

een the A
m

erican and Japanese peoples.
Julee Phillips
N

ashville, T
N
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Fiction/Em
otional Problem

s
by Steve B

rezenoff 
C

arolrhoda Lab, 2010, 290 pp., $16.95 
ISB

N
: 978-0-7613-5417-8

Lily, N
oah, and Sim

on are teenagers attending classes (w
hen they aren’t skipping to 

sm
oke cigarettes) at a Long Island high school. W

hen fam
ily issues and the pressures 

of becom
ing an adult com

plicate their once-sim
ple friendships, each deals w

ith the 
changes differently. Lily w

orries that her love of m
ath w

ill betray her slacker reputa-
tion, N

oah retreats to his basem
ent to avoid an abusive father, and Sim

on joins the 
track team

 to get healthy and pursue a “norm
al” girl.

T
he characters narrate the sam

e events but from
 their ow

n unique perspectives. A
s 

the story unfolds and the plotlines interw
eave, the profound and poignant realization 

com
es to light: how

 deeply can you know
 another person—

even a best friend? A
 series 

of m
isunderstandings, unspoken truths, and angry outbursts claw

 aw
ay at the trio. A

s 
they drift apart, they struggle to balance em

otional w
ounds w

ith the need to create 
their ow

n identities.
K

evin Saw
yer

N
ashville, T

N

T
h
e Ligh

ter Side of Life &
 D

eath
 by C

. K
. K

elly M
artin  

Sex/Fam
ily/R

elationships
R

andom
 H

ouse C
hildren’s B

ooks, 2010, 231 pp., $16.99  
 ISB

N
: 978-0-375-84588-8

Sixteen-year-old M
ason thought his dream

s had com
e true w

hen he lost his virginity 
to his best friend K

at, because now
 they could fi

nally be together. H
ow

ever, it soon 
becom

es clear that K
at w

ants nothing m
ore than to pretend that the night never hap-

pened. W
hile he is trying to fi

gure out w
hat w

ill happen to his relationship w
ith K

at 
(and their m

utual friends, w
ho now

 seem
 to be torn betw

een the tw
o), he also m

eets 
C

olette, a 23-year-old that he didn’t think he even had a chance w
ith, until the fi

rst tim
e 

she invites him
 to her apartm

ent. U
nfortunately, C

olette is also his new
 step-m

om
’s 

sister’s best friend, so they m
ust hide their relationship from

 everyone. A
 story about 

a boy juggling his new
-found sexuality, changing relationships, and a new

 fam
ily all 

at once, this novel follow
s the journey that w

ill change his life forever.
Jessica S. Joyner

M
em

phis, T
N

T
h
e D

efen
se of T

h
addeu

s A
. Ledbetter by John G

osselink  
 R

ealistic Fiction
A

m
ulet B

ooks, 2010, 240 pp., $14.95  
ISB

N
: 978-0-8109-8977-1

If you are looking for the defi
nition of a w

ord, trying to rem
em

ber the lyrics to a blues 
song, or w

anting to rethink the layout of a school bus, then T
haddeus A

. Ledbetter is 
the person to go to. In this story, T

haddeus Ledbetter sets out to defend his actions 
that have led to In-School Suspension for the rest of the year. T

haddeus fi
nds ISS to 

be extrem
ely boring but useful. H

e uses the tim
e to take action to defend his purpose 

behind T
he T

rue Em
ergency D

rill, and create greater effi
ciency in the w

orld. 

John G
osselink uses a unique page layout to create the feeling of a student fi

le and uses 
different fonts and illustrations to portray the tone and voice of various characters w

ithin 
the story. M

r. C
ooper, U

ncle Pete, and A
A

lison have the m
ost contact w

ith T
haddeus 

and ultim
ately contribute to his defense strategies and confi

nem
ent. 

K
athryn Fry

N
ashville, T

N

T
h
e Lin

e by T
eri H

all 
Science Fiction/Fam

ily
D

ial B
ooks, 2010, 219 pp., $16.99 

ISB
N

: 978-0-8037-3466-1

In the not so distant future, R
achel and her m

other live on the Property, far from
 

civilization and from
 the eyes of the oppressive U

nites States governm
ent. T

hey are 
dangerously close, how

ever, to the Line, an im
penetrable border betw

een the Property 
and A

w
ay. T

he Line, part of the N
ational B

order D
efense System

, keeps citizens from
 

leaving, but it also keeps the O
thers from

 getting in. R
achel and her m

other w
ork for 

M
s. M

oore, w
ho ow

ns the Property, and they live a relatively quiet life. B
ut then R

achel 
stum

bles across a garbled recording asking for help—
from

 the other side of the Line. 
H

er attem
pts to solve this m

ystery lead her to uncover dangerous secrets. 

T
his dystopian story about courage in the face of m

ortal risk presents a terrifying vision 
of the future; how

ever, it rings in the end w
ith a tentative but resounding note of hope.

M
ichael Ebling

G
ainesville, FL
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in, 2010, 172 pp., $19.00  
ISB
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: 978-0-618-44033-7

B
eginning in 1866 w

hen six disgruntled Southerners began a club in Pulaski, T
ennessee, 

B
artoletti traces the origins and rituals of the K

u K
lux K

lan. She carefully details the 
political clim

ate in the post-C
ivil W

ar South that laid the foundations for this vigilante 
group and explains how

 it evolved and grew
. B

ased largely on oral interview
s conducted 

seven decades after the w
ar, as w

ell as prim
ary sources, C

ongressional records, and 
archival new

spaper and m
agazine accounts, B
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em
bers used 

secrecy and superstition to intim
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s. B
ack m

atter includes a C
ivil R

ights 
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eline and source notes. B
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s the horrors and confusion caused by these 
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en w

ho held them
selves above the law
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haunting personal accounts of those w

ho survived their reign of terror. T
he abundant 
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fantastical at points. 
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n the outside, Joy Stefani is a w
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hose helpful nature 

m
akes her everybody’s favorite. Inside, like her sister and m
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W
hispers—

the innerm
ost thoughts of the people around her. Like her m
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tens to people’s desires and helps them
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hich are directed tow
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ith her older sister, Jessica, continues to 

disintegrate. Jessica view
s their ability as a curse and tries to sabotage Joy’s happiness 

and popularity. C
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hrough questioning, she fi

nds an untapped confi
dence that leads her on a m

ission to 
rescue som
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K
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ho desperately w

ants to join the popular crow
d. D

uring lunch, 
the coolest girls at school befriend her and include her in their discussion. K

erry w
ill do 

anything to m
ake sure that they continue to include her during and outside of lunch. 
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er friends begin inviting her places and then give her tasks to perform

. She fails to 
realize that the assignm

ents given to her by these friends are hurtful to others and that 
she is being used. K

erry becom
es so w

rapped up in a w
orld of texting, prom

, and gos-
sip that she continues to perform

 her popular friends’ bidding—
even after they suffer 

a fatal car crash. A
re her friends still alive? W

ere they even dead? 

T
his story is packed w

ith intrigue and leaves the reader questioning the pow
er of the 

supernatural w
orld. K

erry begins as a m
alleable girl, but grow

s into a strong young 
w

om
an. 
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The Top Young Adult Book Picks from  
This Decade 1999–2009

Joan F. Kaywell

Ning. Respondents were asked to provide three bits of 
information: the name of the book, the author of the 
book, and their own professional role as a user of YA 
literature—university professor, secondary teacher, 
media specialist, or author.

All submissions were checked via Internet to 
establish the copyright date of the first edition of 
each book. Those respondents who identified a book 
outside of the 1999–2009 range were given an oppor-
tunity to modify their submissions. The data of those 
who did not respond to the request to revise were 
discarded.

Numerical points were distributed according 
to the rankings given. If a person listed the book in 
1st place, that book received 10 points; 2nd place, 
9 points, and so on so that the book in 10th place 
received 1 point (see Appendix 1: Example of Scoring 
System Using My Ranked Selections). Another count 
was done by simply tallying one mark each time a title 
was mentioned in a person’s top ten list, regardless of 
ranking.

The Results

In short, responses were obtained from 197 people: 
70 university professors (see Appendix 2: Professors’ 
Picks), 63 secondary teachers (see Appendix 3: Sec-
ondary Teachers’ Picks), 44 librarians (see Appendix 
4: Librarians’ Picks), and 20 authors (see Appendix 
5: Authors’ Picks). In all, 456 young adult titles were 
mentioned. The following titles led the list; each ap-
pears with its earned score representing the points 
received:

Every decade, Ted Hipple would ask young adult 
(YA) literature experts to identify their favorite 
books. Using the United States Postal Service, 

he would send letters, tally all of the responses, 
publish the results, present those titles at a National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) convention 
session, and distribute a handout at an Assembly on 
Literature for Adolescents of the NCTE (ALAN) work-
shop. Since Ted passed away in 2004 and because I 
was asked the last couple of times to participate in his 
survey, I decided to replicate the survey—with some 
modifications—in his honor.

The Question

Although admittedly unscientific, on March 16, 2010,  
I posted this question on the Adolescent Literature  
Forum of the NCTE Ning: “In your opinion, what are 
the 10 best Young Adult (YA) books published be-
tween 1999 and 2009, with 1 being your favorite and 
so on?” The following day, I emailed all members of 
ALAN the same question. In both forums, I requested 
that members forward my email request to all the YA 
enthusiasts they knew in order to get as many re-
sponses as possible.

The Method

From then until April 15, 2010, individuals could 
name their favorites. My question was forwarded 
by ALAN members and posted on several message 
boards, including Young Adult Library Services Asso-
ciation (YALSA) and other communities on the NCTE 
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662 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
617 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
595 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
459 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
270 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
212 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
194 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
181 Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher (2002)
175 American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang 

(graphic novel, 2006) 
172 Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
162 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
141 Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)
141 Twilight by Stephenie Meyer (2005)
134 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
124 Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)
118 The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing I and II 

by M. T. Anderson (2008)
113 Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
102 The House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer (2002)
87 The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan (2005)
85 The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaiman (2008)
63 How I Live Now by Meg Rosoff (2004)
39 The Amber Spyglass by Philip Pullman (2000)
39 Godless by Pete Hautman (2004)

Mentioned in Top Ten (no points for ranking)
94 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
83 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
77 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
72 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
42 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
42 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
33 American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang 

(graphic novel, 2006) 
31 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
30 Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher (2002)
29 The First Part Last by Angela Johnson (2003)
29 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
26 Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
26 Twilight by Stephenie Meyer (2005)
24 Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)
23 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
22 Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)
22 The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing I and II 

by M. T. Anderson (2008)

19 Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
19 The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan (2005)
17 A Northern Light by Jennifer Donnelly (2003)
17 The House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer 

(2002)
17 Marcelo in the Real World by Francisco X. Stork 

(2009)
16 How I Live Now by Meg Rosoff (2004)

Discussion

When Ted Hipple published the results of his 2004 
Best Young Adult Books of All Time survey in Don 
Gallo’s Young Adult Literature column in the January, 
2005, English Journal, only 149 different novels were 
named from 78 respondents. Extrapolated from the 
full report, these were the top ten at that time, with 
the parenthetic number representing the votes each 
received:

•	 The	Chocolate	War by Robert Cormier (27)
•	 The	Giver by Lois Lowry (22)
•	 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (19)
•	 The	Outsiders by S. E. Hinton (15)
•	 Hatchet by Gary Paulsen (13)
•	 Holes by Louis Sachar (13)
•	 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (13)
•	 Staying	Fat	for	Sarah	Byrnes by Chris Crutcher (13)
•	 Make	Lemonade by Virginia Euwer Wolff (12)
•	 Out	of	the	Dust by Karen Hesse (11)

(Incidentally, in 1987, Ted Hipple conducted a very 
similar survey, and the top three in that survey were 
The Chocolate War, The Outsiders, and The Pigman by 
Paul Zindel.)

Of all those titles, only Speak was listed on both 
Ted’s 2004 list and my 1999–2009 list; perhaps the 
comment made by this respondent captures why:

“. . . Certain books such as Speak are so powerful, memo-
rable, and life-altering that they will always remain among 
my favorites. I can still remember the first time I read Speak. 
I was blown away by the author’s deftly written prose 
and the way she blended humor and pathos throughout 
the story. Her skillful weaving of The Scarlet Letter and an 
English class and Melinda’s own experiences was—and 
still is—impressive.”

Beyond Speak, one can only wonder which of the 
books mentioned in Ted’s survey would replace some 
of the top picks from this current list—if any at all!
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It was also interesting that the top four books 
of this decade were the only books listed on all four 
groups’ top ten lists, and even then, all groups did not 
agree on the rank order.

•	 Hunger	Games was the teachers’ and librarians’ top 
pick;

•	 The	Book	Thief was the authors’ top pick;
•	 Speak was the professors’ top pick; and
•	 The	Absolutely	True	Diary	of	a	Part-time	Indian	was 

not the first pick in any group, unless one looks at 
the professors’ picks without ranking.

It was humorous that every time someone listed 
Twilight in their top ten, it was also accompanied by an 
apology of some sort. The following comment represents 
the predominant sentiment of those who included books 
from the Twilight series in their top ten:

“I chose these books as my top ten not just because I liked 
them. In fact, there are some I liked better on a personal 
level that I did not add to the list. I chose the Twilight series, 
for example, because of my students’ reactions to them. 
Anything that instills a love of reading in today’s teens 
deserves some recognition.”

Several people hated being limited to “just ten,” and 
some even included an addendum with “Honorable 
Mentions.” Among them is another series endorse-
ment:

“Honorable Mention: Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone 
by J. K. Rowling (OK, the whole Harry Potter series is 
among the most fun reads—and I think that Ms. Rowling 
changed who was reading in middle school, so for that 
alone, I love her).”

The serendipitous comments by people who 
wanted to justify their selections (since I included no 
criteria for selecting the best books of the decade) 
were wonderful:

•	 “I selected these based on excellent and innovative 
craft, emotional resonance, and groundbreaking 
content.”

•	 “I picked these because I feel they are important in 
some way. Beyond being entertaining, they made 
me feel more complete somehow after reading them, 
like I was a fuller person for having read them, either 
from a shift in perspective, a new insight, or finding a 
richness that hadn’t been there before. That’s why. I 
hope your research on this is successful, and thanks 
for the chance to participate.”

•	 “I know folks will enjoy reading the article and 

arguing over the merits of the books. I often laugh 
when someone asks me about my favorite book, 
since it’s usually whatever book I happen to be 
reading at the time. . . . If you asked me another 
day, I might have a couple of titles that took the 
place of the ones above, but overall, these books 
speak to me, and I wouldn’t ever want to see them 
go out of print.”

Conclusion

Obviously, with technology, more people have the 
opportunity to participate, but the increase in the 
number of YA titles mentioned is astounding, especial-
ly since Hipple’s survey asked for the Best YA Novels 
of All Time up to 2004 and mine limited people to 
one decade of 1999–2009. Another difference is that 
Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese is the first 
graphic novel to make the top ten list. When the 
survey is next conducted, will there be another kind 
of YA book that gets nominated—perhaps an ebook, 
interactive book, or a book with a role-playing game? 
Finally, what does make a good book good? Ted 
would say this Latin phrase, “De gustibus non dispu-
tandem est,” which, loosely translated, means, “There 
is no argument when it comes to taste.” As for me, I 
can honestly say that I have not read every book that 
was mentioned in the survey, and it is evident that YA 
literature has come into its own. If you’re like me, you 
have a lot of new books to read. Enjoy!

Note: For a copy of the complete list, email me at 
kaywell@usf.edu. I’d also like to thank USF students 
Jenn Gilgan and Courtney Pollard for their assistance 
in compiling the data.

Joan F. Kaywell is a full professor of English Education 
at the University of South Florida. She is past president of 
NCTE’s Assembly on Literature for Adolescents (ALAN) 
and is currently serving as its membership secretary; she 
is a past-president of FCTE (twice) and is currently serv-
ing as its executive director. Dr. Kaywell has edited two 
series of textbooks and has written two books: Adolescent 
Literature as a Complement to the Classics: Exploring 
Critical Issues in Today’s Classrooms (2010) and Ado-
lescents at Risk: A Guide to Fiction and Nonfiction for 
Young Adults, Parents, and Professionals (1993). Letters 
of Hope (2007) is her first trade book and is available 
from Philomel. Visit http://www.coedu.usf.edu/kaywell 
for more information.
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Appendix 1: Example of Scoring System Using My Ranked Selections

Appendix 2: Professors’ Picks

Top Ten Professors’ Picks with Points (n = 70)
 303 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 271 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 264 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 171 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 130 American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang 

(graphic novel, 2006) 
 120 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
 106 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
 102 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
 90 Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher (2002)
 75 Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)

Mentioned in Top Ten (no points) 
(NOTE: Two in bold not included in top ten.)
 40 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 36 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 34 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 27 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 24 American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang 

(2006) graphic
 21 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
 18 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
 15 Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher (2002)
 15 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
 14 The First Part Last by Angela Johnson (2003)
 11 The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing I and 

II by M. T. Anderson (2008)
 11 Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)

 1. Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 2. Copper Sun by Sharon Draper (2006)
 3. Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)
 4 Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)
 5. Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 6. Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
 7. City of Ashes by Cassandra Clare (2007)
 8. Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen (2001)
 9. Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
 10. American Born Chinese Gene Yang (2006)

 10 points Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 9 points Copper Sun by Sharon Draper (2006)
 8 points Sold by Patricia McCormick (2002)
 7 points Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)
 6 points Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 5 points Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
 4 points City of Ashes by Cassandra Clare (2007)
 3 points Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen (2001)
 2 points Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
 1 points American Born Chinese Gene Yang (2006)

Appendix 3: Teachers’ Picks

Top Ten Secondary Teachers’ Picks with Points  
(n = 63)
 264 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 165 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 140 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 116 Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
 104 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 72 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
 70 Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
 68 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
 65 The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan (2005) 
 64 Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)

Mentioned in Top Ten (Teachers’ lists - no points) 
(NOTE: Four in bold not included in top ten.)
 37 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 23 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 22 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 16 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 15 Unwind by Neal Shusterman (2007)
 13 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
 12 The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan (2005)
 12 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
 12 Twilight by Stephenie Meyer (2005)
 10 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
 10 Wintergirls by Laurie Halse Anderson (2009)
 9 Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher (2002)
 9 Deadline by Chris Crutcher (2007)
(NOTE: 15 Harry Potter series if added all together)
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Appendix 5: Authors’ Picks

Top Ten Authors’ Picks with Points (n = 20)
 89 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 37 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 36 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 35 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 29 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
 25 The Amber Spyglass by Philip Pullman (2000)
 23 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
 19 The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaiman (2008)
 19 Godless by Pete Hautman (2004)
 18 The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing I and II 

by M. T. Anderson (2008)

Mentioned in Top Ten (Authors’ lists - no points) 
(NOTE: Two in bold not included in top ten.)
 9 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 6 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 5 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 5 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
 4 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 4 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli (2000)
 3 The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing I and II 

by M. T. Anderson (2008)
 3 The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaiman (2008)
 3 Crank by Ellen Hopkins (2004)
 3 Boy Meets Boy by David Levithan (2005)
 3 The Amber Spyglass by Philip Pullman (2000)

Appendix 4: Librarians’ Picks

Top Ten Librarians’ Picks with Points (n = 44)
 190 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 124 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 98 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
 92 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 54 The House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer 

(2002)
 48 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 44 Twilight by Stephenie Meyer (2005)
 35 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
 35 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
 33 How I Live Now by Meg Rosoff (2004)

Mentioned in Top Ten (Librarians’ lists - no points) 
(NOTE: Two in bold not included in top ten.)
 26 Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)
 18 The Book Thief by Markus Zusak (2005)
 16 Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999)
 14 Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005)
 11 The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 

by Sherman Alexie (2007)
 9 Monster by Walter Dean Myers (2000)
 8 The House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer (2002)
 8 Twilight by Stephenie Meyer (2005)
 7 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007)
 6 Feed by M. T. Anderson (2002)
 6 The First Part Last by Angela Johnson (2003)
 6 How I Live Now by Meg Rosoff (2004)
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Stories from the Field

Editors’ Note: Stories from the Field invites read-
ers to share a story about young adult literature. This 
section features brief vignettes (approximately 300 
words) from practicing teachers and librarians who 
would like to share their interactions with students, 
parents, colleagues, and administrators around young 
adult literature. Please send your stories to: jbach@
lsu.edu.

The Power of Tears

Brooke Eisenbach
Language Arts Teacher
Tomlin Middle School
Plant City, FL 
PhD candidate at University of South Florida
brooke.eisenbach@sdhc.k12.fl.us

We’ve all had that student—the one who comes into 
our life for a short time and leaves an impression that 
will remain forever, the one who shows us that we 
can make a difference. For me, there was one stu-
dent in particular; let’s call him Juan. Juan was one 
of those seventh-grade kids who many pegged as a 
troublemaker. He was a 13-year-old Hispanic gang 
member. His numerous fights and school suspensions 
made it clear that Juan would rather be anywhere 
than in school. 
 The year Juan graced my classroom was the 
same year a mentor introduced me to Tears of a Tiger 
(1994), a young adult novel by Sharon Draper that 
focuses on the life of Andy, a teenage boy who finds 
himself responsible for the death of his best friend and 
subsequently facing the downward spiral of depres-

sion and guilt. I fell in love with the story and the 
characters. I knew I had to incorporate it into my cur-
riculum. As we read the novel together, I noticed Juan 
appeared more frequently in class. He followed along 
in the text and was engrossed in the story. When we 
finished the novel, near the conclusion of the school 
year, Juan managed a passing grade and continued on 
into the eighth grade.
 The following year, I was sitting in my classroom 
when the door opened. To my surprise, Juan came to 
visit me. Without wasting any time, he simply said, 
“You saved my life.”
 I was floored. “What?!”
 “You didn’t know this, but there was a time last 
year that I was really depressed. I was considering 
suicide. Then we read that book, Tears of a Tiger, and 
I saw myself. I saw that suicide wasn’t the answer. 
I will never forget that book. I just wanted to say, 
‘Thank you.’ Thank you for that book.” 
 Nothing can ever take that memory away from 
me. One novel had the power to save his life. I thank 
God every day that it did.

Looking in the Mirror

Shanetia P. Clark 
Assistant Professor of Education 
Director, Capital Area Writing Project 
Penn State University 
Middletown, PA 
spc170@psu.edu

I vividly remember that Tuesday morning in March 
when young adult literature became real for my 

Our Readers
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students. We were beginning our study of Jay Asher’s 
novel Thirteen Reasons Why. In this novel, Hannah 
reveals her internal and external conflicts in a series of 
narrative cassette tapes she leaves for a group of her 
peers. My class was fired up; they debated Hannah’s 
decision to commit suicide. Although there were some 
students who questioned her fatal choice, others un-
derstood—or perhaps accepted is a better word—her 
motivation for taking such a tragic step. The class’s 
discussion turned heated. Over the course of the 
debate, I noticed Pam (a pseudonym), usually quite 
vocal, sitting quietly and trying to conceal her tears. 
I hoped that she did not detect my watching her. I 
wondered what was going on in her mind. 
 As if on cue, Pam shouted over the back-and-forth 
of the class, “I was Hannah!” 
 Everything stopped. Utter silence. All eyes turned 
toward Pam.

 “What?” Jane, another student, whispered into 
the open space.
 “I was Hannah!” Pam choked as tears streamed 
down her face.
 “No, you weren’t,” Jane responded, “because you 
are still here.”
 “I considered making the same choice as Hannah. 
Just like her, I had reasons for doing the same thing. 
High school was hard.”
 Of course, we wanted to know more. Pam looked 
around the room at all of us and took a deep breath. 
She didn’t need to say any more. Her words that day 
have stayed with us, just as Hannah’s words stay with 
those who received the tapes. The power of young 
adult literature is daunting, for it was through that 
book we were able to put a mirror up to ourselves and 
to one another.
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ALABAMA: Susan Cordell
 Dianne Dodson (NEW)
 Louanne Clayton Jacobs
 Lisa Scherff
ALASKA: Suzanne Metcalfe
 Deb Vanasse
ARIZONA: Jean Boreen
 Lisa Morris-Wilkey
ARKANSAS: Sean P. Connors (NEW)
 Randi Eskridge (NEW)
 Judith Hayn
 Dixie K. Keyes
CALIFORNIA: Annette Goldsmith (NEW)
  Alan L. Sitomer
 Michael Steres
 Michelle Pagni Stewart
COLORADO: Jill Adams
 Kathy Deakin (NEW)
 Marge Freeburn
 Karen Hartman
 Stephanie “Stevi” Quate (NEW)
CONNECTICUT: A. David Cappella
 Virginia Goncalo (NEW)
 Nicole Scherer
 Marilyn Scanlon White 
(NEW)
DELAWARE: Juley Harper
 Janet Hill
 Kenda Kile
WASHINGTON D.C. Sharon Pajka-West
FLORIDA: Alisa M. DeBorde
 Kathy S. Froelich (NEW)
 Kathleen Heubach (NEW)
 Jeff Kaplan
 Victor Malo-Juvera (NEW)
GEORGIA: James Brewbaker
 Ruth Caillouet
 Toby Emert
 Faith H. Wallace
HAWAII: Nina Nakayama (NEW)
IDAHO: Suzette Gee
 Crag Hill
 Paula Soper

Welcome and Thanks to the
2010–2011 ALAN State Representatives

ILLINOIS: Claudia Anne Katz (NEW)
 Melanie Koss
 Diane Mankowski
 Linda Wedwick
INDIANA:  Christian Dallavis
 Karen Ford (NEW)
 Debby Hipes
 Kenan Metzger
 Lisa Muller
IOWA: Yolanda Hood (NEW
 Martha Marsot (NEW)
 Beth Younger
KANSAS: Kevin Kienholz
 Todd Goodson (NEW)
 Amanda Graham (NEW)
KENTUCKY: Karen Dunnagan
 Jennifer Lee
 Stephanie D. Reynolds
LOUISIANA: Jennifer Moak
 Beth Ricks
MAINE: Anne Miller
MARYLAND: Theresa Adkins
 Kelly Byrne Bull
MASSACHUSETTS: Janis Flint-Ferguson
 Donna Lowell-Bettencourt
 Rebecca L. Petrin
 Margaret Pickett (NEW)
 Sophia Tatiana Sarigianides
 Elle Wolterbeek (NEW)
MICHIGAN: Daria Plumb
 Susan Steffel
 Jennifer Walsh
MINNESOTA: Cathy Heller 
 Kirstin Cronn-Mills
 Joanne M. Larson (NEW)
 Aimee Rogers (NEW)
MISSISSIPPI: Dan Fuller (NEW)
 Rosemary Oliphant-Ingham
 Carolyn Lott (NEW)
 Marilyn Schultz
MISSOURI: Leslie Kyle Babcox
 Cathy Beck
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MONTANA: Beverly Ann Chin
 Mary Joyce Herbeck (NEW)
NEBRASKA: Danielle Bethune (NEW)
 Shelley Erikson (NEW)
NEVADA: Marilyn Bennett
 Amy Johnson (NEW)
NEW HAMPSHIRE: Mary Ann Cappiello
 Amanda Klimowicz
NEW JERSEY: Walter H. Johnson
 Brenda Kahn
 Emily Meixner
 Laura M. Nicosia
 Robyn Schiffman (NEW)
NEW MEXICO: Judith Franzak
NEW YORK: Maryanne Beach
 Margaret “Maggie” Dorsey
 Martha Magner
 Jennifer Ochoa (NEW)
 Jody Polleck
NORTH CAROLINA: Dee Douglas-Jones
 Elaine J. O’Quinn
 Denise Ousley
 Sharilyn Steadman (NEW)
NORTH DAKOTA: Kelly Sassi (NEW)
OHIO: Mary Arnold
 Ann T. Reddy Damon
 Angela Beumer Johnson
 Darla G. Wagner
OKLAHOMA: Mark Letcher
OREGON: Kimberly Campbell (NEW)
PENNSYLVANIA: Lynne Alvine
 Myra Balok (NEW)

 Wayne Brinda
 Yoli Hughes (NEW)
 John Manear
RHODE ISLAND: Aaron Coutu
 Diane Kern (NEW)
 Sharon Lux
SOUTH CAROLINA: Caroline Hunt (NEW)
 Sara Schwebel
SOUTH DAKOTA: Lynne Hawk
 Lisa Hazlett
TENNESSEE: Melissa Comer
 Susan Groenke
 Phyllis Thompson 
TEXAS: Diane Fanning
 Margaret Hale
UTAH: Karen Brown
 Chris Crowe
 Leann Moody (NEW)
 Mary Rice (NEW)
 Kay A. Smith
VERMONT: Cynthia Faughnan
VIRGINIA: Vicki M. Emery
 KaaVonia Hinton-Johnson 
WASHINGTON: Crag Hill
 Terry Martin
 Barbara Ward
 Cathleen Yetter
WEST VIRGINIA: Charline Barnes Rowland
WISCONSIN: Ella Cross
 David Furniss
 Donna L. Pasternak
WYOMING: Leslie S. Rush (NEW)
CANADA: Barb Dean

Current ALAN Officers / Ex-Officio State Reps.: Jacqueline Bach, TAR Coeditor (LA); Erica Berg, BOD (CT); 
Angela Beumer-Johnson, BOD (OH); Steven Bickmore, TAR Coeditor (LA); James Blasingame, 2009–10 ALAN 
President (AZ); C.J. Bott, 2011–2012 ALAN President (OH); Jennifer Buehler, BOD (MO); James “Bucky” Carter, 
BOD (TX); Pam Cole, BOD (GA); Shannon Collins, BOD (TN); Margaret Ford, Treasurer (OH); Wendy J. Glenn, 
2010–11 ALAN President (CT); Lori Atkins Goodson, BOD (KS); Paul W. Hankins, BOD (IN); Melanie Hundley, 
TAR Coeditor (TN); Joan F. Kaywell, Membership Secretary (FL); Teri Lesesne, Executive Secretary (TX);  Walter 
Mayes, BOD (CA); Matthew Skillen, Webmaster (KS)
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NCTE PRESENTS...

To Order: Visit our website at www.ncte.org
or call toll free at 1-877-369-6283

Principles in Practice
Cathy Fleischer, Special Imprint Editor

The Principles in Practice imprint offers teachers concrete illustrations of effective classroom practices based 
in NCTE research briefs and policy statements.

Each book discusses the research on a specifi c topic, links the research to an NCTE brief or policy 
statement, and then demonstrates how those principles come alive in practice: by showcasing actual classroom 
practices that demonstrate the policies in action; by talking about research in practical, teacher-friendly 
language; and by offering teachers possibilities for rethinking their own practices in light of the ideas presented 
in the books.

Books within the imprint are grouped in strands, each strand focused on a signifi cant topic of interest.
Books in the adolescent literacy strand include: 

ADOLESCENT LITERACY AT RISK?
The Impact of Standards
Rebecca Bowers Sipe
Rebecca Bowers Sipe offers an in-depth look at the 
world of standards. Throughout the book, she raises 
questions that are signifi cant to teachers and admin-
istrators who are concerned about the direction the 
standards movement has taken. 
127 pp. 2009. Grades 9–12. ISBN 978-0-8141-2296-9.
No. 22969  $24.95 member/$33.95 nonmember

ADOLESCENT LITERACY AND THE TEACHING 
OF READING
Lessons for Teachers of Literature
Deborah Appleman
Deborah Appleman dismantles the traditional divide between secondary 
teachers of literature and teachers of reading and offers a variety of practical 
ways to teach reading within the context of literature classrooms.
117 pp. 2010. Grades 9–12. ISBN 978-0-8141-0056-1.
No. 00561  $24.95 member/$33.95 nonmember

ADOLESCENTS AND DIGITAL LITERACIES
Learning Alongside Our Students
Sara Kajder
Sara Kajder examines ways in which teachers and students co-construct 
new literacies through Web 2.0 technology-infused instructional practices. 
119 pp. 2010. Grades 9–12. ISBN 978-0-8141-5299-7.
No. 52997  $24.95 member/$33.95 nonmember
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NCTE PRESENTS...

To Order: Visit our website at www.ncte.org
or call toll free at 1-877-369-6283

Reading the Past, 
Writing the Future
A Century of American 
Literacy Education and 
the National Council of 
Teachers of English 
Erika Lindemann
Foreword by Deborah Brandt
Afterword by Edmund J. Farrell
Reading the Past, Writing the Future celebrates 
NCTE’s centennial by emphasizing the role the or-
ganization has played in brokering and advancing 
the many traditions and countertraditions engaging 
literacy educators since the organization was chartered 
in 1911.

Prominent scholars focus on activities and subject 
matters central to teaching English language arts and college 
English: teaching reading, writing, language, and literature; 
using new media effectively; working for social justice in the 
classroom, school, and community; devising responsible means to 
assess the work of students and teachers; initiating the next generation into the 
profession; cultivating an ethos for action among those who support as well as critique this 
work; and looking toward the work that remains to be done in the century ahead. 

An afterword offers a telescopic view of the last 100 years and describes several critical prob-
lems currently facing literacy educators.

This rich and thoughtful history of our discipline and organization is for every teacher of the 
English language arts and English studies who wonders where we’ve been, how we got where we 
are today, and where we all might be traveling as literacy educators in the 21st century.

505 pp. 2010. K–College. ISBN 978-0-8141-3876-2.

No. 38762 $34.95 member/$49.95 nonmember
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To Order: Visit our website at www.ncte.org
or call toll free at 1-800-369-6283

To Order:

Planning for Inquiry
It’s Not an Oxymoron!
Diane Parker
Foreword by Diane Stephens

In today’s educational climate of one-size-fi ts-
all instruction, Planning for Inquiry shows 
you how to get an inquiry-based curriculum 
started, how to keep it going, and how to do 
so while remaining accountable to mandated 
curricula, standards, and programs. Diane 
Parker invites you into her classroom to 
think along with her as she provides an 
up-close look at the underlying structure of 
an inquiry-based approach, what such an 
approach might look like in practice, and 
how you can make it happen in your own 
classroom. Supported by a wealth of stories 
and examples, Parker shares a practical yet 
nonprescriptive framework for developing 
curriculum from learners’ questions and 
authentic classroom events. You will be 
able to adapt this framework for both short- 
and long-term planning with your own 
students. Planning for Inquiry offers valuable 
information and much-needed moral support 
to those of us who believe that there is more to teaching than following a script, and that 
teachers, not programs, make a difference in the lives of children. 107 pp. 2007. Grades K–6. 
ISBN 978-0-8141-3560-0

No. 35600                  $22.95 member/ $30.95 nonmember
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Interested in Membership in ALAN?

NEW!

X

Membership in ALAN is open to anyone interested in literature for adolescents. Members of ALAN need not be  
members of NCTE.
 Please enroll me as a member of the Assembly on Literature for Adolescents of the National Council of Teachers of 
English (ALAN). I understand that individual membership includes voting rights and a subscription to The ALAN Review, 
published each fall, winter, and summer. Institutional membership includes a subscription to The ALAN Review but no 
voting rights.

PLEASE SELECT h TYPE AND STATUS:

Type:  h Individual ($20/year*)    h Institutional ($30/year*)     

           h Student ($10.00/year*) (not eligible for multi-year option)

Status: h New membership           h Renewal

            Individual and Institutional members may choose multi-year membership (up to 3 years).

I wish to join for               years; total $

Name                       Institution                       

Home/Work (circle one) Address: 

City              State        Zip 

Email

h Home    h Work     h Cell 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.)

h Remittance enclosed (pre-payment required). Make checks payable to ALAN.

     Mail to:

h Check enclosed   Address for credit card, if different than above:
h Charge my MasterCard   
h Charge my VISA   

Account No.             Security Code (3 digits on back)             Expiration Date          /  

(Amount to be charged) $       (Your signature) 

*International postage - add $4 per year, U.S. funds.

ALAN Membership
P. O Box 234
Campbell, OH 44405-0234
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