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From the Editors 

Jim Blasingame & Lori Goodson
 

Y oung adult literature continues to provide a 
voice for young people. And, as our nation’s 
young people come from more and more 

diverse backgrounds, authors of young adult literature 
are ensuring that their works reflect that growing 
diversity. 

In this issue, we share some of those voices and 
their stories with our fall theme of “The Many Ways to 
be Human.” 

Leading off this issue is—most appropriately—one 
of young adults’ favorite storytellers—Laurie Halse 
Anderson. Anderson uses her own magic of 
storytelling to share how such tales connect one heart 
to another. Taken from her address at the 2005 ALAN 
Workshop, Anderson encourages teachers to continue 
their efforts to help young people find stories that 
speak to them. 

Marlinda White-Kaulaity examines the role of 
Native American voices in the lives of all young 
people and Native American literature as a valuable 
part of an education. This article also focuses on the 
necessity for an authentic, meaningful approach that 
allows all readers to develop an understanding and 
appreciation of Native American voices and includes a 
sidebar with thoughts about the article from Simon 
Ortiz, Laura Tohe and Cynthia Leitich Smith. 

In The Library Connection, guest columnist Lisa 
Bowen details a survey of young adults regarding 
leisure reading. She goes on to provide a variety of 
lively approaches librarians and educators can 
implement to help keep reading at the forefront for 
teenagers in today’s fast-paced, electronics-driven 
world. 

Asian-American voices are highlighted in Virginia 
Loh’s discussion on the need for culturally authentic 
trade books. Including an interview with Cynthia 
Kadohata, Loh documents the under-representation of 
Asian Americans in literature for young people and 
calls for a more substantial collection of authentic 
books addressing the Asian American experience. 

In their article ‘“Today I’m Going to Meet a Boy:’ 
Teachers and Students Respond to Fifteen and Speak,” 
Marsha M. Sprague, Kara K. Keeling, and Paul 
Lawrence compare the two novels—written 43 years 
apart—but both detailing the lives of high school girls. 
The authors illustrate the varied responses when both 
books were read by a group of teachers in a graduate 
class on young adult literature and students in a tenth-
grade honors class. 

Kaavonia M. Hinton-Johnson visits with author 
Angela Johnson regarding her recurring theme of the 
search for self. In an accompanying article, Hinton-
Johnson provides a look at the award-winning author 
and her successful approach to writing for young 
adults. 

In “Rough Flight: Boys Fleeing the Feminine in 
Young Adult Literature,” Soofia Khan and Patricia 
Wachholz examine how masculinity is sometimes 
represented to young men and how teachers may help 
their students to question and challenge these repre
sentations. 

In The Publishers’ Connection, M. Jerry Weiss 
shares his thoughts on No Child Left Behind and what 
testing actually demonstrates about students’ learning. 
He provides a list of quality young adult books 
organized by specific themes to help educators turn 
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their students into engaged readers rather than test-
takers. Additionally, don’t forget to read through our 
regular Clip and File section, featuring reviews of 31 
young adult books published in 2006. 

As you turn the pages of this issue, we believe 
you’ll realize the voices of diversity that are speaking 
to all of us—and reminding us of “The Many Ways to 
be Human.” Young adult literature attempts to take us 
one more step toward understanding and acceptance. 

Editors correction: On page 67 of the 2006 Summer 
issue, in “Growing Up Female around the Globe with 
Young Adult Literature,” at the top of the right hand 
column under “NOTE,” the text should read as 
follows: “. . . but none of us could find any book that 
addresses this issue in another country OUTSIDE OF 
THE WEST.” 

Call for Manuscripts
 

2007 Winter theme: Young Adult Literature: Key to Open Minds 
The theme for our 2007 winter issue will reflect the theme of the 2005 ALAN Workshop: 
“Young Adult Literature: Key to Open Minds.” This theme is meant to be open to interpretation 
and support a broad range of subtopics; in addition, articles about any of the authors sched
uled to appear at the 2006 ALAN Workshop in Pittsburgh, as well as general articles on any 
topic dealing with young adult literature and its use, are welcome. October 15 submission 
deadline. 

2007 Summer theme: Seeing Myself in the Story 
This theme is intended to solicit articles dealing with the relationships between young adult 
readers and the characters in their reading. The theme is meant to be open to interpretation, 
but might, for example, deal with what kinds of protagonists individual readers find appealing 
and/or identify with, the effects this kind of reading may have on young readers and how 
teachers use this to help students on the path to making meaning of their reading and their 
lives. General submissions are also welcome. February 15 submission deadline. 

2007 Fall theme: Young Adult Literature: No Genre Unwanted 
This theme is intended to solicit articles about the many genres within young adult literature 
and the approaches teachers take in addressing them, from poetry to plays, from autobiography 
to horror. This theme is meant to be open to interpretation and support a broad range of 
subtopics, but some possibilities include choosing and using the best of young adult drama, 
helping students make the connections between their own lives in the present day and the 
lives of characters in historical fiction, creating a thematic unit on mysteries, performance 
poetry and more. The sky is the limit! We welcome and encourage other creative interpreta
tions of this theme. General submissions are also welcome. May 15 submission deadline. 2008 
Winter theme: TBA theme of 2007 ALAN Workshop. October 15, 2007 submission deadline. 
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The Mystery and Magic of Story:
 
A Spell that Connects One Heart to Another 

Laurie Halse Anderson  

Adapted from a presentation at the 2005 ALAN 
Workshop, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

A couple of months ago, I went home again. I 
moved back to northern New York State. To 
understand the significance of this, you need 

to know that I fled the region at age 18 at a full gallop. 
I vowed never, ever, ever, ever to return again. 

And then God chuckled. 
After a lifetime away, I moved home to marry my 

childhood sweetheart, a carpenter, and join him in the 
house he built on a hill covered with maple trees. Our 
home has too many books to count, a collection of oil 
lamps, and two fireplaces. This is a good thing 
because we average twenty feet of snow each winter. 
We often lose our electricity. 

I love it when the power goes out. Scot lights the 
fires and I light the lamps. We sit close and watch the 
flames flicker. We talk, read—I write. If a bottle of 
wine is opened, we often end up singing. Thank 
goodness the neighbors live far away. 

I don’t like it quite as much if the power goes out 
when I’m alone. Coyotes run along the bottom of our 
hill yipping and calling. My German shepherd paces in 
front of the dark windows. The wind blows and house 
creaks. I see ghosts in every corner and anxiously wait 
for the sound of the familiar truck engine that means 
my beloved is coming home. 

The best thing to do when you are alone, in a 
storm, in the dark, is to watch the fire. Let the light 
dance for you, soothe you, warm you. The dark is a 
deep and scary place. It can seem without end or 
shape. That’s why you have to concentrate on the 

light—the firelight, the lamp’s flicker, the eyes of a 
loved one . . .

 . . . or a book. 

********* 

When an author moves to a new home, there is a 
shift in the Earth’s tectonic plates. The accumulated 
weight of all of the books is staggering. Before I 
moved, I weeded my collection down to the bare 
minimum and made truckloads of donations to 
libraries and friends. Still, my step son developed an 
impressive set of muscles hauling all those boxes up to 
my third floor office. 

What didn’t get weeded out were the letters. Like 
the other authors here, I get hundreds and hundreds of 
letters; assigned, unassigned, blog responses, and 
emails. 

People are surprised to hear about the unassigned 
mail that pours in. Why would a kid take the time to 
write to me if they don’t have to do it for a grade? 

If the letter comes from a sexual assault survivor, 
an outcast, or a depressed kid, usually, she read 
Speak. If it’s a driven academic star who is burning 
out and frantically trying to hide it, she read Catalyst. 
If the writer is a teen who is not sure what the point 
of school is and what to do after graduation, he 
stumbled across Prom. 

(One of my daughters has promised to create an 
online quiz: “Which Laurie Halse Anderson book are 
you?”) 

When the letters started coming in I was con
fused, too. Why were they writing to me? Why would 
any teenager write to an author? 
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In story there is magic, 

words wound in a spell 

that mysteriously connects 

one heart to the next. 

It’s quite simple. In story 
there is magic, words wound in a 
spell that mysteriously connects 
one heart to the next. Katherine 
Paterson says that literature “has a 
healing quality, a quality that 
enlarges our human spirits.” She 
also says that “a great novel is a 
kind of conversion experience. We 
come away from it changed.” 

There is magic on the page—words strung in 
sequence to create worlds that have loves and losses 
and bad jokes and truth and characters who feel alive.
That magic works in the soul of a reader and helps 
focus him, helps him see the world a little clearer. The
reader feels as close to the author as he does to his 
best friend, to the person who knows the secrets of hi
heart and still likes him. 

I’ve gotten letters from every state, from England, 
from Germany, from Italy, and Slovenia. From jail 
cells. From houses that feel like jails. Many of these 
letter writers insist that they hate reading, that they 
hate books, and that my book was the first one 
they’ve finished since (fill in the blank) fourth, fifth, 
sixth grade. 

These letter writers usually mention their teach
ers. Did you know that? They tell me about you, the 
teacher who assigns books that have meaning to 
students, who hands books to kids that are not part of
the curriculum, who use their own money to replace 
the books that are stolen over and over again from 
their classroom collection. I get letters from the kids 
who pretend they’re not listening. 

Your best students, your most troubled students, 
and all the kids in-between are connecting to the 
literature that you are working so hard to share with 
them. You are passing along the light of our collective 
experience, our wisdom and magic. It’s working. 

If you are here today, you are a great teacher or 
you will be a great teacher. Not because you’re smart, 
though you are. Not because you keep up-to-date with
the latest research, though you do. 

It’s because you give a damn. You are not content
to phone it in. You don’t hide in the faculty lounge or 
your car during break. You give your all, you give 
every ounce of patience, honesty, hard work and 
discipline to your students. You leave each night as 
exhausted as a professional athletes because you leave

it all on the field. Pro athletes only 
play 20, 30, 60 games a year. You 
play 185. 

Authors are granted the ability 
to transfigure words into story— 
into poetry, novels—epics, even. 
(Fantasy authors always write the 
epics. Why is that?) But the ability 
to twist characters together with 
plot is worth absolutely nothing 

 

 

s 

 

 

 

 

without a reader. 
The author tends the tree that grows into story 

and provides the fuel. Anyone who has tried to camp 
on a rainy day knows that it is not much fun sitting 
around watching a pile of wet logs turn moldy. You 
need the spark, the persistent flame that will catch the 
wood and bring it to life in all of its heat and glory 
and light—illuminating the faces of the cold, wet 
campers, illuminating the lives of the millions of 
teenagers who are desperate for that glow. 

********* 

It is very easy to get caught up in the changes of 
our society, in the stupid “evils” that silly people like 
to attribute to teenagers. They are allegedly oversexed, 
undereducated, immoral, drug and technology-
addicted, disrespectful, tattooed, pierced, branded, 
illiterate, overweight, anorexic, celebrity-addled, half-
naked, spoiled, undisciplined little brats. 

You and I both know that is ridiculous. Today’s 
teens exhibit fine, righteous qualities. They are smart 
and funny. They form friendships across lines of 
gender, race, class and ethnic background. They enjoy 
community service. They are artistic, adventurous, 
and optimistic. They are stepping up to the plate and 
preparing to make this world a better place. 

Gifted, dedicated teachers like you have an awful 
lot to do with that. You fight for education in the face 
of ignorance, you battle for literacy and justice and 
morality and peace. 

Robert Cormier said, “My heroes are the ordinary 
people who do their duty quietly, without fanfare, 
whether it’s fighting a war or going to work every day. 
I feel that we are surrounded by heroes and saints in 
our daily lives.” 

He’s right. We are surrounded by heroes and 
saints in our daily lives. We are surrounded by 
teachers who burn in the darkness, who offer comfort 
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We are surrounded by 

teachers who burn in the 

darkness, who offer com

fort to the cold and weary, 

who brighten hearts and 

minds with enlightenment 

and illumination. 

to the cold and weary, who brighten hearts and minds 
with enlightenment and illumination. 

I’m headed north in a little while. Headed back 
home, where we’ve already seen snow a couple times. 
We’re renting a splitter this weekend because we have 
a mountain of logs in front of the garage that need to 
be split and stacked. Our son who built his muscles 
hauling books this summer will be hauling firewood 
on Saturday. (Please do not tell him this.) 

The next time you see a fire in a fireplace, or you 
light a candle, think of me holed up on a stormy night,
scratching by the light of an oil lamp. Think of all of 
us authors scribbling, typing, crossing out, revising, 

muttering, revising again.
Think of the editors who 
counsel us, prod us, do 
their own muttering, 
some cursing, and 
shepherding. But mostly, 
think of your own role in 
the storytelling process. 

You are the light. You
are their light. A world of 
grateful readers thanks 
you for teaching them. 

So do I. 

 

 

 

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 
annually in the Fall and are announced at the ALAN breakfast during the NCTE convention in November. 
The application deadline each year is September 15th. 

Gallo Grants 

The Gallo Grants were established in 2003 by former ALAN Award and Hipple Award recipient Don Gallo to 
encourage educators in their early years of teaching to attend the ALAN Workshop for the first time.  The 
grants provide funding—up to $500 each—for two classroom teachers in middle school or high school each 
year to attend the ALAN Workshop.  (The amount of a grant may be less than $500 if the applicant lives 
within commuting distance of the convention location where airfare and housing would not be necessary.) 
The Workshop is held at the annual convention of the National Council of Teachers of English on the 
Monday and Tuesday prior to Thanksgiving Day.  Applicants must be teaching full-time; must have been 
classroom teachers for less than five years prior to the year in which they are applying; and must not have 
attended an ALAN Workshop previously.  Membership in ALAN is not required for consideration, though 
applicants are expected to become ALAN members if they receive this grant. 

Each applicant must fill out the attached grant application form and submit an essay of no more than 
750 words explaining their interest in Young Adult Literature, what they hope to gain by attending this year’s 
ALAN Workshop, and how they hope to use the experience in their classrooms in the future.  A letter of 
support must also come from the applicant’s school system.  The deadline for submission is September 1. 
Applicants will be judged on their ability to articulate their understanding of the value of Young Adult 
Literature as well as their explanation of how they intend to use YA books and the information they gather 
at the Workshop in their own classrooms. 

For further information about this grant, contact ALAN Executive Secretary Gary Salvner at 
gsalvner@ysu.edu or 330-941-3414.  Information about the ALAN Workshop may be obtained from the 
ALAN Website—www.alan-ya.org.  Information about the NCTE Convention may be obtained on the NCTE 
Website—www.ncte.org—or by writing to NCTE Headquarters at 1111 West Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801. 
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The Voices of Power and the Power of Voices:
 
Teaching with Native American Literature 

Marlinda White-Kaulaity Blasingame 

writer
T he weight and thickness of Mike’s new literature 

book in English class intimidated him. He 
opened the book searching for Native American 
s whose work he loved to read. Sherman Alexie 

was his favorite. As he fingered through the table of 
contents, all he found was a poem about Hiawatha, 
two stories in the mythology chapter, and one short 
story in the “Other Literatures” chapter in the back of 
the book. Sighing heavily, he gazed out the classroom 
window feeling bored and knowing that this English 
class would be more of the same. He closed his eyes 
and his mind, questioning the system and wondering 
to himself, “Why can’t we read the good stuff in 
English class?” 

Some teachers may view including other voices, 
particularly Native American voices, as a new ap
proach to teaching Language Arts. Others already 
include these voices since the multiculturalism 
movement was espoused decades ago. Too often, 
however, the Language Arts curriculum still excludes 
the Native American voice in favor of the “voices of 
power,” the works of dominant culture. When certain 
voices are excluded, students never hear and experi
ence the “power of voices,” and thus teachers deprive 
young readers of one purpose of literature: to read and 
learn about themselves and others in life. 

“The Power of Voices and the Voices of Power” is 
a title from 1998 conference proceedings, and a 
presentation given by Elsa Auerbach, from the 
University of Massachusetts in Boston. She contends 
that “current educational practices actively exclude the 
voices of those who are not from the dominant 
cultural group” (2). In using the phrases related to 

Native American Voices 

A fter reading this article, Native American
 writers, Simon Ortiz, Laura Tohe and Cynthia 

Leitich Smith, shared their thoughts on the 
importance of Native American voices in the lives 
of all young people and in the high school 
curriculum. 

Simon Ortiz: “It is vastly important and necessary 
that Native (or Indigenous) American literature be 
a basic part of high school education for three 
reasons: 

1. Indigenous cultural knowledge is an essential 
part of the cultural community of the present 
American world. 

2. Land, culture, and community are intrinsically 
the binding elements of overall cultural 
connection to the natural landscape of the 
environment and the world as a whole. 

3. The power of the Indigenous voice comes from 
the cultural connection to the world. Native 
American literature is an expression of that 
connection.” 

Cynthia Leitich Smith: Many of today’s Native 
writers are among the very best. Bernelda 
Wheeler’s (Cree/Ojibwe/Métis) gentle humor 
makes a point in “Where Did You Get Your 
Moccasins?” The Birchbark books by Louise 
Erdrich (Turtle Mountain Band Chippewa) show a 
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different perspective than could be viewed from a 
certain little house and inspire a generation to 
cheer for Omakayas, a strong Native girl. Few 
novelists rank with Sherman Alexie (Spokane-
Coeur d’Alene) or poets with Joy Harjo 
(Muskogee). They say, the greater the adversity, the 
greater the hero. Read Native literature for its 
quality and because, boy, do we have some heroes 
for you. 

Laura Tohe: At the heart of Indigenous belief come 
expression of songs, prayers, and stories that bring 
us to learn where we came from, who we are, and 
our paths toward greater knowing. The voices of 
long ago and the voices of today’s Native writers 
are crucial and an essential part of a curriculum 
that strives to understand and appreciate the rich 
literary and cultural heritage of America’s first 
nations. To see one’s self in a writer’s words is 
powerful and freeing. To see Native American 
writer’s books alongside other classic works is 
affirming and beneficial to all students. 

“voice,” Auerbach states: “I’ve quoted these two 
voices because they seem to me to represent two 
different and sometimes conflicting responses to 
dominant pedagogies” (2). With this concept in mind, 
I borrow the “voice” phrases to discuss language arts 
pedagogy and the importance of including Native 
American Literature. This means using the novel, 
short story, poetry, and essay by Native American 
writers. It also extends to other texts such as film, 
websites, narratives, and historical documents 

Native Americans Can Speak For 
Themselves 

In her article, “When the First Voice You Hear is 
not Your Own,” Jacqueline Jones Royster discusses 
cross-boundary discourse and her own need “to 
understand human differences as a complex reality” 
(611). She asserts that those who are members of a 
particular community should speak for themselves. 
She contends that “subject position really is every
thing” (611) and “voice” is the “central manifestation 
of subjectivity” (612). Despite the fact that ethnic and 
minority communities can speak for themselves, too 

often someone else speaks for or about them. Time 
and time again, this has happened with Native 
American people. Barbara J. Kuipers informs us: 

Very few non-Native writers have bothered to acquire the 
knowledge to produce meaningful work about our history, 
cultures and lives—although this ignorance does not stop 
them from doing the books, and getting published . . . . In 
fact, Indians are the only Americans whose history has been 
set down almost exclusively by those who are not members 
of the group about which they are writing. (Kuipers 140) 

This underscores the need for Native Americans to 
speak for themselves, for teachers to invite these 
voices, and for our students to read and hear what 
they have to say. It is also important to recognize 
diversity among Native American nations by telling 
which tribe(s) a writer belong to. I have done so 
following the first mention of each writer’s name. 

Simon Ortiz, Acoma poet and writer, explains that 
in his pueblo community, “You formally announce 
your intention to speak and when you do so respect
fully, you are recognized for what you have to offer.” 
Community members then stand up and give voice to 
their Self. He continues, saying, “Now it is my turn to 
stand. I’m rising to stand and speak...,” (Ortiz xi), as 
he writes for himself and for other Native American 
writers who have literature to share. Native Americans 
have much to say and have done so in various genres. 
They speak eloquently, creatively, intelligently, and 
honestly. Who is their audience? The many young 
people in the language arts classrooms can be their 
audience. However, the teacher’s invitation is the only 
way into the classroom. 

Meeting Current Curriculum Demands 

While some educators feel that high stakes testing 
influences and interferes with what schools teach (or 
don’t teach), others take a more positive view and find 
ways to make education meaningful while meeting 
state standards. A Mohawk woman, Dr. L. Rosa 
Minoka, cites a family maxim, and says: “Don’t let 
school interfere with your education” (qtd. in Ortiz 
80). Indeed, school has done exactly that when 
today’s language arts teachers focus more on prepar
ing for standardized tests and overlook what many 
feel is “real education.” Schools should also teach 
students about the world—the people they live with, 
the stories and messages of others, the diversity of 
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cultures. Our students 
need cross-boundary 
knowledge, interaction, 
and experiences to learn 
how to live in an interde
pendent world. Literature 
can help achieve such 
goals. Education should 
require that students read, 
recognize, and appreciate 
literary contributions not 
only of white Americans
and European writers, but 
also of other ethnic 
groups. Here, I am espe
cially referring to the 
literature of more than 250 
Native American nations 
that are indigenous to this 
land. 

Too often textbooks 
drive the curriculum, and 
if textbooks are any 

ht in language arts class
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 also look in a literature 
ts for Native writers in
uthors. I yearn to see Native 
ci Tapahonso (Navajo), Linda 
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ces teach our students? What 
etuate? Students do not get 

hat literature and language 
nly the voices of power. 
cultural literature are 
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indication of content taug
rooms, the Native Americ
Just as my students do, I
textbook’s table of conten
cluded among the other a
writers like Joy Harjo, Lu
Hogan (Chickasaw), and 
but usually they are abse
ness and exclusion of voi
does it maintain and perp
“the whole picture” of w
arts can be if they hear o

Many voices in multi
speaking, but not all are 
social, economic, and po
cans fall into this narrow
small population, they have influenced and contrib
uted much to this country. They embody an ancient 
history and they flourish today as unique nations. 
They were not killed off by John Wayne, and they do 
not live in cupboards or only in Disney movies. Indian 
people inhabit every region of this country and their 
voices resonate strongly and proudly. This diverse 
population represents many voices and experiences, 

and their power resonates in voices of knowledge and 
wisdom. 

Esther G. Belin, American Indian writer of the 
Dine (Navajo) Nation, tells about her 1990 university 
experience when she and other students raised 
concerns about diversity, expressing their wish for the 
power of voices in their schooling. Her statement also 
informs about the expansiveness of Native American 
identity and existence. She says: 

My voice and the voices of other Natives on campus were 
not simply our own. We spoke the voices of our nations, 
our clan relations, our families. To tell or re-tell our story is 
not pleasant. And it is not short. It did not begin with the 
civil rights movement. It is not as simple as the word geno
cide. It is every voice collective. It is mixed-blood, cross-
blood, full-blood, urban, rez, relocated, terminated, 
nonstatus, tribally enrolled, federally recognized, non-fed
erally recognized, alcoholic, battered, uranium-infested 
(Belin 62). 

Her eloquent statement reveals that there is no one
size-fits-all “Indian” or “Native American,” an impor
tant point to understand for anyone choosing to teach 
Native American Literature. Many teachers may feel 
that using Native American voices is too complex, too 
controversial, too risky, too time-consuming, too 
political, too painful, and too many other things. It 
may seem easier to leave them out of the curriculum, 
stick with the literature textbook, concentrate on the 
big test, and stay in the comfort zone. If such attitudes 
are prevalent among language arts teachers, my hope 
is to change this way of thinking. 

Ah, but we always come back to the tests! How 
can we teach with Native American Literature? Why? 
We have standards to cover. Reading that kind of 
literature is not specified in the curriculum guide. What 
if my superintendent catches me [teaching Native 
American Literature]? I have heard all these before. 
They are legitimate concerns in the wake of high-
stakes testing and teacher accountability. Theodore 
Sizer, professor of education, talks about standards 
and confirms these teachers’ worries in his book 
Horace’s School. He says, “A familiar argument shoved 
at those who teach students in a variety of ways is 
that standards will be compromised.” He goes on to 
say: 

Wise schools do not vary the standards of accomplishment 
when they are clear. What they vary is the means to the 
ends, in ways that respect the particular differences of par
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ticular children. Such is not a compromise of academic stan
dards. Indeed, it is a modeling of good scholarship, an ex
ample of the use of knowledge in practice: it takes serious 
account of what we know about human learning, about the 
availability of ways of learning, of making sense of the world. 
(33) 

Using Native American Literature is one means to help 
students think, ask questions, and make sense of the 
world. In addition, teachers can find and select diverse 
literature that has literary and social elements appro
priate for teaching required standards. 

Education’s Larger Purpose 

Beyond high-stakes testing and test-driven 
instruction, teachers hold a larger purpose and 
responsibility to students. In Horace’s Compromise, 
another book by Theodore Sizer, the author realisti
cally describes the balance teachers must find between 
curriculum and instruction and the young lives in the 
school classrooms. He states: 

There are many influences on the development of a young 
person’s personality, of course, and school is only one. But 
it can be a powerful one . . .” (122). 

Teachers play a huge role as decision-maker, change 
agent, and as determiner of whose voices are heard 
and experienced in the classroom. Essentially, peda
gogy rests on values, and “Value issues infuse every 
classroom” (Sizer 123). In relation to choices and 
young minds, author John Gaughn says in his book 
Cultural Reflections, “School is a controlled environ
ment. We condition children to behave in certain 
ways, to assume certain attitudes, to become certain 
kinds of Americans” (23). Will our students learn to 
be thoughtful and appreciative of other voices, 
viewpoints, and perspectives? Many voices wait at the 
doors of classrooms, and it is up to teachers to say, 
“Welcome. Come into our classroom.” 

The voices of many different people can be 
powerful. Judith Ortiz Cofer, a Puerto Rican writer and 
educator, states: 

This is what I have learned from writing as a minority per
son in America that I can teach my students: Literature is 
the human search for meaning. It is as simple and as pro
found as that. And we are all, if we are thinking people, 
involved in the process. It is both a privilege and a burden 
(562-563). 

As language arts teachers, we must accept that 

privilege and burden because we are accountable for 
the development of a young person’s personality. 

Preparation To Teach 

Teaching Native American Literature requires that 
teachers do thoughtful homework. Even as a Native 
American teacher who taught Native students, I had to 
do my homework. While there are some similarities 
among Native tribes, many differences exist and each 
tribal nation must be viewed as a separate and 
distinct. In teaching texts th
American writer and comm
provide enough contextual 
information—cultural, 
social, and historical— 
especially if not providing 
this impedes understand-
ing and appreciation of the 
literary work. More 
importantly, it is essential 
if not providing this could 
perpetuate prejudice, 
stereotypes, and negative 
or racist feelings. 

Teachers who utilize 
this “voices of power” 
method of teaching should 
do so with a sense of 
purpose, preparedness, 
and respect. As Jacqueline J
previously mentioned essay,
someone else’s home as a g
training” must prevail. I ass
ners, consideration, kindnes
mindedness. For teachers on
knowing where you’re going
there, what you’ll do about 
what kinds of activities and 
that place. I presume Englis
way with any kind of literary journey even if it is not 
the “traditional” or canonized literary work from the 
textbook or curriculum guide. 

Native American Literature invites inquiry, and it 
sometimes carries limitations, risks and boundaries. 
Teachers must be prepared to answer, explore, and 
handle questions and issues that arise not only from 
the literature but from student voices and their 
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responses and reactions. The encounters and experi
ences of Native Americans, both past and present, are 
not always pretty pictures. Sometimes, Native authors’ 
writing could be misinterpreted rather than under
stood because they write honestly about their experi
ences. Their voices evoke emotion while they express 
anger for being misunderstood, disrespected, op

pressed, and colonized. 
They may speak of 
mistrust for non-natives 
who abuse their culture 
and language, exploit their 
talents and resources, 
imitate and abuse their 
sacred ceremonies, and 
they distrust people who 
generally look down upon 
them as inferior and 
invisible. Teachers must be 
prepared to guide students 
in their awareness and 

understanding that there are contrasts in the American 
experience and literature reminds us of this. My 
former colleague at Window Rock High School once 
said about using James Welch’s (Blackfeet) novel Fools 
Crow, “Many students comment upon how mistakes 
made by either side led to huge misunderstandings 
and tragic consequences.” Not only does the Native 
American text give students understanding of the past, 
it also teaches them about present-day interactions 
and relations. 

I have taught Native American Literature on the 
Navajo Indian Reservation for many years, and find 
that a number of my Indian students have some 
understanding of tribal or indigenous language and 
culture. For works of literature from other tribes, 
however, students need some background information 
of that particular nation’s historical, cultural, and 
contemporary status. Like my colleague, I also have 
taught Welch’s Fools Crow. Before and during the 
reading of this book, supplementary material aided 
comprehension and appreciation of this novel. Finding 
primary and/or supplementary materials to teach 
Native American Literature takes time, but it is no 
different than if a teacher were using any text with no 
ready-made, pull-it-out-of-the resource-binder kind of 
material. Furthermore, this aspect of learning and 
searching gives purpose for various student activities, 

projects, and research—reasons for them to inquire, 
explore, discover (and uncover), and make sense of 
the literature they are reading. 

Teaching with the “power of voices” should be an 
ongoing, natural activity, not a gimmick. Using Native 
American literature should not be only during Novem
ber, the one month that America recalls Pilgrims and 
Indians. Lakota writer, Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve 
speaks about this particular time of the year “when 
paper products are illustrated with cute happy Indians 
and smiling turkeys on disposable plates, napkins and 
cups.” She continues and asks a profound question: 
“Is this a comment on American Indians as also being 
disposable?” (Sneve 299) 

Selecting and Evaluating What To Use 

One reason many Native American writers are not 
in textbooks is because they still live and own the 
rights to their writing. Their books are published 
through independent or small press publishers and 
have to be purchased as supplementary texts for 
English class. Whose voice will be heard through 
these selected materials? How do you judge or 
evaluate a book or other literary materials to be used 
in language arts? In his teacher’s guide, Reading 
Native American Literature, Bruce A. Goebel says, 
“Most specialists in multicultural literature argue that 
two selection criteria are of utmost importance— 
cultural authenticity and literary excellence” (3). 

Teachers should keep in mind that much has been 
written by non-Natives about Native American people, 
some of which is acceptable, although good texts 
written by Native writers are preferable. Evaluation 
criteria, for teacher use, were developed in the early 
1970’s and continue through more recent times. 
Barbara J. Kuipers’s checklist is very helpful in 
evaluating Native American books. In her chapter, 
“Understanding the Evaluation Criteria for American 
Indian Literature,” she provides extensive and valu
able information that utilizes the voices of various 
Native people to develop the criteria. Her work 
includes the input from eighty-seven Native American 
tribes representing all regions of the United States and 
comprised of parents, teachers, and administrators 
(Kuipers 5). 

At the top of her checklist is authorship. When 
selecting and evaluating Native literature, ask, who is 
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the author? What is the author’s Native background 
and affiliation? From which Native community is the 
author speaking? Native writers will present a much 
richer and more accurate story than any other writer 
could, and they are less likely to use stereotypes. A. A. 
Hedge Coke, a mixed-heritage writer, says, “. . . The 
more rooted people are in their own community, the 
more likely their work will lead there” (Coke 114). 
However, the issue of Indian identity is complex and 
beyond the scope of this article. One does not have to 
look too far to find an example of Indian identity 
problems. A recent example is Nasdjiid, author of The 
Blood Runs like a River Through My Dreams who 
made national news when he was uncovered as a non
native man posing as a Navajo author after writing 
and publishing for several years. Sherman Alexie, 
(Spokane / Couer d’Alene) expressed suspicion of this 
writer because of the book’s similarities to one of his 
short stories. Alexie says, “I approached Nasdijj’s 
publishers telling them his book not only was border
line plagiarism, but it also failed to mention specific 
tribal members, clans, ceremonies and locations, all of 
which are vital to the concept of Indian identity” 
(Alexie 72). Teachers must find reliable background 
information on authors and make professional and 
ethical decisions about authorship and what material 
to use. 

In addition to the authorship factor, another 
criterion is accuracy. Native people want to be 
depicted in accurate ways. Many a writer has profited 
from books that inaccurately portray Native Ameri
cans. Stereotypes and negative images still abound in 
many books. Some plots contain weird and unexplain
able occurrences happening, perhaps revealing the 
authors’ inaccurate notions and images of Native 
people. Other books include made-up tribal rituals 
that don’t exist or indigenous customs and ceremonies 
that are trivialized, distorted, and inappropriate. These 
inaccuracies only exploit Indian people and perpetuate 
misunderstanding and disconnect among people. 

A book can lack objectivity, an important evalua
tive consideration. An appropriate book should avoid 
stereotypes and prejudice. The language used should 
not be offensive. For example, if an author uses the 
word “savage” instead of “man” to describe a native 
male, or “squaw” instead of “woman,” then this book 
is not objective. Furthermore, if Indian people are 
portrayed engaging only in negative actions and no 

positive aspects are 
included, or only weak-
nesses and no strengths 
are portrayed, the book 
has bias (Kuipers 23-25). 
When only one side of an 
issue is presented—usually 
the dominant culture’s—
 
objectivity is definitely 
lacking.
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Some Experiences and Suggestions 

The demographics involved when teaching Native 
American Literature determine the choices for instruc
tional practices. Assessing student needs specifies how 
teaching and learning will occur. My past teaching 
experiences on my reservation made it less difficult to 
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teach Native literary works because of student 
awareness and consciousness about living and being 
Native American. For my particular location and 
student population, using reader-response for litera
ture study served effectively. 

I used reading logs in which students personally 
responded to their reading. They taped a “leading 

sentences” page inside 
their spiral notebooks, in 
case they were stuck as to 
what to write (a common 
excuse students make), 
but students soon became 
comfortable with the text 
and made many text-to
reader connections. This 
particular method was 
used as we read Robert J. 
Conley’s (Cherokee writer) 
Mountain Windsong and 
Navajo Stories from the 
Long Walk Period. 

Both books discuss 
Indian removal from 
ancestral lands from the 
viewpoints of Cherokee 
and Navajo people. 
Students were unaware of 
similar stories and experi
ences from two different 
tribes so placing the two 
texts alongside each other 
allowed more connections 
to be made. Their reading 

logs and our class discussions were rich with re
sponses, as well as realization and appreciation of the 
power of literature, of stories, of words and language. 
In addition, they learned about the human spirit from 
other people, times, and places. 

Recently, I communicated with a former colleague 
who now teaches at a large New Mexico high school 
which borders the Navajo Reservation. She is not 
Native American, but she teaches with Native Ameri
can literature to Native American, Hispanic and 
Caucasian students. She explains her use of Native 
texts: “I don’t believe any American Literature curricu
lum is complete without Native American voices. That 
just doesn’t make sense.” She uses a wide selection of 

texts in her course throughout the school year while 
stressing diversity and relations among the different 
American ethnic and cultural groups. Among other 
things, in their literary study of James Welch’s Fools 
Crow, for example, students look at balanced charac
terization—complex characters with strengths and 
weaknesses. They address stereotypes and the au
thors’ efforts to represent white people both symboli
cally and realistically, 

Teachers just beginning to teach with Native 
American Literature can start small—using short 
pieces of literature—and work with these while 
gaining confidence and making modifications. I find 
that short Native literary works can be used well in 
thematic units. Eventually, teachers can move to 
longer units or novels. Overall, the success of incorpo
rating and teaching with Native American Literature 
depends largely on the teacher’s preparation, ap
proach, and attitude. 

Possible Challenges and Problems 

In their article “Multicultural Literature and 
Discussion as Mirror and Window?” Jocelyn Glazier 
and Jung-A Seo discuss some problems encountered in 
the teaching of The Way to Rainy Mountain by N. 
Scott Momaday, a Kiowa writer. The article critiques 
non-native teachers teaching Native American Litera
ture to non-native students. They use reader response 
and report that these students had difficulty making 
connections and felt “cultureless.” How can you know 
about culture and understand your own if you have 
never read the cultures of others? The voices of power 
dominate classrooms so prevalently that when a 
different voice is allowed to speak, some students are 
stunned. Perhaps they are not comfortable with the 
feeling because they no longer are the “subject” and 
have lost “position.” Might this be what schools 
protect when they perpetuate the voices of power? 

Conversely, how do students who are members of 
minority ethnic groups feel when day after day and 
year after year, they hear only the voices of dominant 
culture writers? How does it feel to know that your 
people, your history, your culture, your existence do 
not matter and are not valued? In this same classroom 
study, the authors report that this Momaday’s book 
elicited many responses from minority group students 
who otherwise were silent. They connected to the
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book strongly, had many reactions and responses to 
share, caused and participated in lively classroom 
discussions, and perhaps, felt that school could be a 
place that valued them. 

Other challenges are described in the article, “The 
Way to Confusion” by Gary L. McLaughlin which 
appeared in the English Journal (October 1997), in 
which he describes possible problematic areas for 
non-native teachers using Native American Literature. 
This author participated in Native American Literature 
conference workshops where a prominent message 
was to use literature in which Native Americans speak 
for themselves. Three other valid points arose from the 
presenters (two Native American and one non-native): 
1) the importance of understanding the background 
that accompanies Native American works, 2) problems 
that translation of ceremonial songs and other tradi
tional texts present, 3) Native American spirituality as 
part of the literature and how non-natives can not 
fully understand this (72). 

McLaughlin left the conference confused. He 
states: “I also sensed that the workshop presenters 
were arguing that Native writers ‘owned’ their works, 
and readers with incomplete knowledge were to be 
viewed as trespassers, not guests.” This goes back to 
Royster’s caution about the right to your own “home” 
and the obligation people have to be careful in other 
peoples’ homes. This advice seems to encourage yet 
caution teachers who wish to invite the Native voice 
into their language arts classroom, and who wish to 
do so intelligently, sensitively, and respectfully. I hope 
this article dispels the thinking that only native 
teachers should teach Native American Literature and 
that it should be taught only to Native American 
students. 

Another concern some language arts teachers may 
have is that they have no training to teach Native 
American Literature. What I envision is that teachers 
would challenge themselves and incorporate Native 
American Literature into their classrooms rather than 
operating on resistance and fear. In McLaughlin’s 
article, he quotes Diane Long Hoeveler who implores 
that “anyone teaching Native writers ‘should begin 
with a careful reading of a few very helpful studies’ 
(74). Again, I point in the direction of Natives them
selves when seeking literary criticism and literary 
studies before reading the works of others. Elizabeth 
Cook-Lynn of the Crow Creek Sioux tribe and writer, 

poet, and former professor, 
informs us of the native 
voice in the academic 
world when she says, “The 
emergence of the indig
enous voice in academia in 
the last several decades 
has been recognized as a 
huge breakthrough for the 
right to speak for oneself 
and one’s people” (Cook-
Lynn 80). 

Literature To Read 
and To Transform 

Teachers must realize 
that Native American 
Literature exists as a 
literature and its purpose 
is to be read. Literature 
lives “out there” among 
people and voices call for 
readers. Contemporary 
Native American litera
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transform. Silko insists: 

The way you change human beings and human behavior is 
through a change in consciousness and that can be effected 
only through literature, music, poetry—the arts. (14) 

These changes reflect the new ways of teaching 
language arts: a curriculum of inclusion rather than 
exclusion, a curriculum that utilizes and advocates for 
the power of voices rather than only the voices of 
power. If we teach our young about other cultures 
living with and among them, we help shape personali
ties, attitudes, and lives. As teachers, perhaps we 
could transform for better understanding and appre
ciation among people. Native American Literature can 
help this happen now and for the future. 

Marlinda White-Kaulaity is a member of the Diné 
(Navajo) Nation, and is a doctoral candidate in English 
Education working on a disertation related to Native 
American student writing. She taught English for 24 years 
on the Navajo Indian Reservation prior to returning to 
Arizona State University. 
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The Library Connection 

Guest Columnist Lisa Bowen 

Attracting, Addressing, and Amusing the
 
Teen Reader
 
with Lisa Bowen 

Diane Tuccillo
 

B
drawn t

ooks have a lot of competi
tion in today’s electronic 
driven world. Teens are 
o video games, computers, 

MP3 players, and cell phones. 
These high-tech toys can stimulate 
adrenalin, provide direct access to 
information, and reward the user 
with almost instant gratification. 
Books, on the other hand, require 
time and patience, with the re-
ward—the unfolding of a story or 
information—generally delayed. As 
a young adult librarian in a junior 
high school, it is my job and my 
passion to enlighten teens to the 
joyous world that can be provided 
within the pages of a good book. 
But is it a losing battle? 

A survey of the habits and 
attitudes of urban young adults 
toward leisure reading, interpreted 
by Sandra Hughes-Hassell and 
Christina Lutz (2006), found that 
indeed, it is not. Seventy-three 
percent of the students surveyed 
articulated that they engage in 
reading for pleasure. Reasons for 
reading range from relaxation to 
fun to attachment to characters in 
the story. Key information for 

educators and librarians provided 
in the results is who the students 
revealed motivates them to read. 
Adults appear to have the most 
influence with parents first, 
teachers second, and school 
librarians third. They are looking to 
us for guidance. With the help of 
some resources, marketing strate
gies, and knowledge of the genre, 
we can fulfill this role. 

If You Build It, They Will 
Come . . . or Will They? 

The school library conjures up 
visions of stacks of dusty volumes 

and cranky personnel. Our library 
chooses to destroy that image by 
welcoming students into a safe and 
stimulating environment. A 
beautiful, orderly library that 
doesn’t value its patrons is an 
albatross. The first step in encour
aging teens to read is getting them 
into the library. 

Our library is a bustle of 
activity in the mornings before 
school. It is a meeting place for 
scores of students preparing to start 
their day. The computers are being 
utilized, numerous games of chess 
are engaged, assignments are 
completed, and a general atmo
sphere of hospitality prevails. Now 
that teens choose to enter the 
facility, the librarian must employ 
both marketing and advertising 
skills to elicit interest in the 
literature at hand. 

From bookstores we learn that 
attractive arrangements, with book 
covers prominently displayed, can 
draw students to titles that other
wise might go unnoticed, filed 
away neatly on library shelves. 
Librarian Thomas Washington 
(2006) uses an analogy to describe 
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Hughes-Hassell and Lutz’s 

survey results (2006) 

clearly demonstrated that 

magazines are the favored 

reading material of teens. 

If our goal is to encourage 

teenagers to read, we 

cannot discount their 

preferred materials of 

choice. 

his technique. “To free books, I 
booby-trap my library with shelf 
displays. It reminds me of fishing as 
a kid. Watching students troll the 
display shelf carries the hope of 
having that fish on the line and 
feeling the tug and pull in the wrist. 
Fishing announces an attempt. You 
string the rod and reel, bait the 
hook, and cast the line. If nothing 
comes of the effort, so be it. Having 
your bobber in the water is some
times enough” (38). 

Most often our books are 
displayed and centered on a theme. 
We might capitalize on pop culture 
by choosing books on pirates, spies, 
technology, or titles that were made 
into movies. Biographies of celebri
ties or sports icons might catch the 
attention of a teen who thinks there 
is nothing of interest for them in 
the library. We celebrate holidays, 
promote hobbies, and support our 
troops through books meant to 
inform and entertain. Our most 
successful book displays are the 
new arrivals. Being the first to 
check out the latest manga or 
Darren Shan book is a prize to the 
lucky observer. 

Another draw in our library 
collection is the magazine section. 
We subscribe to 30 different 
periodicals covering a wide range of 
interests. Hughes-Hassell and Lutz’s 
survey results (2006) clearly 
demonstrated that magazines are 
the favored reading material of 
teens. If our goal is to encourage 
teenagers to read, we cannot 
discount their preferred materials of 
choice. They go on to say, “. . . 
teens are drawn to magazines for 
several reasons, including: (1) the 
number and quality of pictures; (2) 
the speed with which information 
can be gathered from magazines; 

(3) the availability of magazines; 
(4) the “coolness” factor; and (5) 
the reading level” (23). 

Each year we re-evaluate our 
collection. It is easy to see which 
magazines are perused most often 
by their tattered and worn pages. 
We have found the best source for 
new acquisitions to be student 
recommendations, but another 
good place to start is browsing the 
titles in local bookstores. Bartel 
(2005) created a guide and anno
tated list of over 70 periodicals with 
teen appeal. She also classified 
titles by intended audience and by 
interest. This comprehensive 
resource cuts down on a lot of 
legwork and provides all the 
information necessary to begin 
subscriptions. 

An often-talked about and 
frequently visited display in our 
library is a bulletin board titled, 
“Look Who’s Reading.” For many 
years I have written to celebrities, 
politicians, and sports figures, 
asking them for an autographed 
picture of themselves and the title 

of a book that had meaning for 
them. My return rate on these 
letters has been about 30%. My 
letter explains who I am, who my 
audience is, and why I am asking 
for their participation. We have 
received autographed books from 
Henry Winkler with a touching 
letter about his own struggle with 
dyslexia, t-shirts, autographed 
television scripts and CDs, in 
addition to book titles. Sometimes I 
only get a picture, but we enjoy 
every contribution, and they are all 
displayed. I recently read of Glenna 
Nowell, a retired librarian in Maine, 
who has been sending out similar 
letters for eighteen years. She has 
received responses from hundreds 
of famous people. Varsalona (2006) 
describes how publisher Thomson 
Gale prints a pamphlet of responses 
each year that can be requested for 
free by contacting the publisher. 
The list in its entirety, with a 
database of celebrities, can be 
accessed at www.gpl.lib.me.us/ 
wrw/htm. 

Everybody Loves a 
Celebration! 

Library celebrations can 
revolve around local or national 
themes. The American Library 
Association (ALA) and numerous 
booksellers, publishing, and 
journalist organizations invite us to 
join in one way by recognizing 
Banned Books Week every Septem
ber. The ALA provides lists, shared 
tips and ideas, bookmarks, posters, 
and t-shirts, all intended to educate 
our patrons about the many 
instances where our freedom to 
read has been threatened. The 
information can be found on their 
website at www.ala.org/bbooks. 
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Scary Stories to Tell in the 

Dark, and the Harry Potter 

series have been pulled 

from library shelves be
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guage, being too scary, 

and having a positive 

presentation of magic 

and/or witchcraft. 

One idea is to make shocking 
displays featuring police tape 
wrapped around formerly censored 
books, which is quick to draw 
attention and curiosity. Students are 
amazed that favorite books like 
Bridge to Terabithia, Scary Stories to 
Tell in the Dark, and the Harry 
Potter series have been pulled from 
library shelves because of offensive 
language, being too scary, and 
having a positive presentation of 
magic and/or witchcraft. Robert 
Doyle (2004) has compiled an 
excellent resource on banned books 

with hundreds of challenged titles. 
Also included is why and where 
they were challenged, First Amend
ment quotes and court cases, and 
both display ideas and activities. 
There is a suggestion in it by 
teacher Sarah Applegate, who 
states, “Bring a stack of books with 
you into classrooms and talk about 
them. Afterwards, throw them into 
the garbage can,” or “Give a book 
talk about banned books and then 
have an administrator come in and 
‘get the teacher in trouble’ for 
talking about banned books” (157). 
A clever bulletin board idea sure to 
elicit giggles and gasps is titled: 

“Ten Most Farfetched Reasons 
to Ban a Book” 

1. “Encourages children to break 
dishes so they won’t have to dry 
them.” (A Light in the Attic, by 
Shel Silverstein) 

2. “It caused a wave of rapes.” 
(Arabian Nights, or Thousand 
and One Nights, anonymous) 

3. “If there is a possibility that 
something might be controver
sial, then why not eliminate it?” 
(Bury My Heart at Wounded 
Knee, by Dee Brown) 

4. “Tarzan was ‘living in sin’ with 
Jane.” (Tarzan by Edgar Rice 
Burroughs) 

5. “It is a real ‘downer’.” (Diary of 
Anne Frank, by Anne Frank) 

6. “The basket carried by Little Red 
Riding Hood contained a bottle 
of wine, which condones the use 
of alcohol.” (Little Red Riding 
Hood, by Jacob Grimm and 
Wilhelm K. Grimm) 

7. “One bunny is white and the 
other is black, and this ‘brain
washes’ readers into accepting 
miscegenation.” (The Rabbit’s 
Wedding, by Garth Williams) 

8. “It is a religious book and public 
funds should not be used to 
purchase religious books.” 
(Evangelical Commentary on 
the Bible, by Walter A. Elwell, 
ed.) 

9. “A female dog is called a bitch.” 
(My Friend Flicka, by Mary 
O’Hara) 

10.“An unofficial version of the 
story of Noah’s Ark will confuse 
children.” (Many Waters, by 
Madeleine C. L’Engle) (156) 

Telling a teen they can’t read 
something is sure to draw them to 
the “offending” material. A t-shirt 
or pin declaring “I Read Banned 
Books” stimulates questions and 
discussion. Banned Books Week is 
an excellent opportunity to cel
ebrate books and our freedoms. 

For almost a decade the 
American Library Association has 
sponsored Teen Read Week in 
October. This predetermined 
weeklong celebration is the perfect 
time to focus on how the library 
supports teen reading. Some of the 
more successful activities we have 
engaged in include “Read My 
Shirt,” where we asked students to 
wear their favorite shirt endorsing a 
philosophy, saying, product, 
patriotism, or a statement that 
reflected upon their personality. 
The shirts needed to follow the 
school’s dress code and be school 
appropriate. Students were asked to 
stop in the library and have their 
shirt’s picture taken. A collage of all 
the shirts drew crowds for weeks. 
When the ALA promoted “Get 
Connected @ Your Library,” we 
asked students to submit their 
favorite website’s address, its 
purpose, and a description of its 
content. All submissions were 
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We chose a promotional 

activity modeled after the 

ALA’s READ posters fea

turing celebrities by ask

ing staff members to sit 

for a similar photo. Armed 

with their favorite book, 

teachers, administrators, 

secretaries, and support 

staff came to the library to 

pose for their own poster. 

compiled into a list and made 
available for interested students 
and staff. 

In an effort to recognize the 
students’ preferred reading, 
annually during Teen Read Week 
we ask students to write down their 
favorite books. The submissions are 
collected in English classes and I 
tally the results. The culmination of 
this activity is a list that is made 
into posters and bookmarks 
proclaiming: “Top 10 7th, 8th, and 
9th Grade Books”. 

Every year on March 2, which 
is Dr. Seuss’s birthday, the National 
Education Association sponsors 
Read Across America to celebrate 
reading. Initially, I was not certain 
that teens would relate to the focus 
on Dr. Seuss but found that it was a 
unifying catalyst for a variety of 
activities. Most everyone has fond 
memories of Dr. Seuss, and by 
reflecting on these beginning 
readers we have developed several 
successful celebrations. One activity 
involved challenging homerooms to 
decorate their classroom doors with 
a favorite student-generated Dr. 
Seuss book cover. Most classes 
participated, resulting in colorful 
hallways that both students and 
staff stopped to admire, encourag
ing reflections on titles that re
minded them of the rhyming texts 
and whimsical characters of their 
youth. A committee of students and 
staff selected the winning door. 
This illustrious class was treated to 
a breakfast of green eggs and ham 
prepared by the school administra
tors. A variation of this activity 
occurred this past March when we 
approached all classrooms and 
asked that they create a Seuss-like 
book cover on poster board that 
mirrored their subject matter. The 

creativity that emerged was 
thrilling! We had “Did I Ever Tell 
You How Special You Are?” featur
ing handicapped students’ faces on 
flower stems, “Hop on Cop” which 
showed a math teacher jumping on 
our security officer for answering a 
math problem incorrectly, and “I 
Like to Travel Here and There in my 
Dotted Underwear” by a geography 
class. One year a student council 
member dressed in a Cat in the Hat 
costume and cajoled students to 
purchase green egg and ham 
burritos prepared by a local 
restaurant. 

On alternate years we focus on 
the “America” part of Read Across 
America. One year, in coordination 
with the school’s tenth anniversary, 
we employed our school photogra
pher to morph the entire student 
population into a map of the United 
States with READ superimposed 
over the top. This 16x20 poster 
proclaiming “A Decade of Readers” 

hangs in the library and continues 
to draw attention. Another year we 
hung up an American flag and 
asked students to stand in front of 
it holding their favorite book. We 
took hundreds of these colorful 
pictures and made our own collage 
displayed on a library wall. Staff got 
in the act too when one year we 
took dozens of pictures of them 
wearing a Cat in the Hat hat and 
holding a book up to their nose 
revealing only a small portion of 
their face. Students enjoyed 
guessing their identity in an effort 
to win Dr. Seuss inspired pencils. 
Many more ideas like these are 
available just for registering as a 
participant at www.nea.org/ 
readacross. 

It has been my experience that 
teenagers like pictures—especially 
if they are in them! I discovered a 
website, www.getcaughtreading.org, 
sponsored by the American Asso
ciation of Publishers, which 
features pictures of celebrities 
reading. Their purpose is simply to 
spread the word about the pleasure 
of books and reading. Posters of the 
pictures can be ordered free of 
charge with a shipping fee of $5.00 
for every twelve ordered. I decided 
to carry the idea a little further and 
make it more personal by taking 
candid shots of students reading. 
Now when we display the celebrity 
pictures we add students to the 
display. With new pictures being 
taken and printed often, students 
enjoy stopping in the library to see 
who “got caught”. 

The American Library Associa
tion also sponsors National Library 
Week every April to promote library 
use and support. Their website, 
www.ala.org, offers annual themes, 
logos, press kits and ideas for 
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celebrating. We chose a promo
tional activity modeled after the 
ALA’s READ posters featuring 
celebrities by asking staff members 
to sit for a similar photo. Armed 
with their favorite book, teachers, 
administrators, secretaries, and 
support staff came to the library to 
pose for their own poster. Digital 
photography makes it easy to 
download pictures into a template 
and add text. Students enjoy 
searching for their favorite teacher 
to see which book he or she chose. 

Contests 

Running contests inside the 
library keeps patrons coming in to 
see what’s new. We advertise on 
the daily announcements and on 
posters in the hallways. Some of the 
successful contests we have run 
include: 
•	 Stump the Librarian—Students 

write and submit questions that 
they think will be difficult, if not 
impossible, for the librarian to 
answer. I had fun researching 
the answers and students were 
surprised at how comprehensive 
our resources are. Along with 
reporting the answer, I revealed 
where I had found it. I made 
every effort to find the answer in 
print before heading to the 
Internet. 

•	 Name That Desk—With the 
teacher’s permission, we took 
pictures of the top of their desks 
and posted them on a bulletin 
board. Students used visual 
clues to make educated guesses. 
It is interesting to see how the 
teachers’ personalities and 
subject matter matches their 
desk’s appearance. Math 
teachers tend to be minimal and 

neat, drama and art teachers 
more quirky and unique in 
appearance. 

• First Lines—This activity can be 
thematic or random. For ex-
ample, for Read Across America, 
we ask students to identify first 
lines from Dr. Seuss books. Or 
we might ask English teachers to 
enjoy figuring out the first lines 
from classic novels. Most often 
we select the first lines from 
popular books that hold clues to 
its identity. A wonderful re
source to get started on this 
activity is 
www.people.cornell.edu/pages/ 
jad22/index.html#Categories . 

• Manga Contest—In response to 
numerous requests for graphic 
novels, especially Japanese 
manga, we have developed and 
built up a considerable collection 
over the past three years. It was 
clear that many, if not most, of 
the manga enthusiasts enjoyed 
drawing their favorite characters 
on paper, their notebooks, their 
arms, etc. Seeing this as an 
opportunity to involve students 
in the library, I conceived a 
Manga Drawing Contest. 
Students were asked to create 
their own manga character. It 
needed a name and a few facts 
about his or her personality. 
Entries began coming in almost 
immediately with some students 
entering numerous drawings. We 
hung up the entries as soon as 
they came in and assigned them 
a number. After a predetermined 
amount of time students were 
asked to vote for their favorite. 
Although there is a definite line 
separating manga enthusiasts 
and non-enthusiasts, a number 

of students from both groups 
enjoyed the artwork and partici
pated in the vote. The winner 
received a poster and a graphic 
novel that the local comic book 
shop had donated. This annual 
contest takes little planning and 
provides its own decor. 

• Who Can Survive the Harry 
Potter Challenge?—With a little 
innovation, the combination of 
literature and pop culture can 
result in an entertaining contest. 
Using a similar format to the 
Survivor television series, I laid 
out plans for a Harry Potter 
trivia game. Anyone interested in 
being considered for one of six 
spots in the game was invited to 
come early to school one 
morning and take a general 
Harry Potter quiz. The highest 
scorers were selected as the 
contestants. The contest was 
held over five weeks with two 
sessions a week. One session 
was always a Reward Contest. 
These were library scavenger 
hunts for Harry Potter items and 
word games. The winner of the 
reward contest shared his or her 
reward of cookies, donuts, or ice 
cream with their homeroom 
class. The second contest was 
based on knowledge of Harry 
Potter trivia using a bulletin 
board full of questions and 
buzzers to determine who could 
answer the quickest. Each week 
the player with the least points 
was eliminated. Both contests 
were filmed, edited and shown 
to the entire school on Fridays. 
The contestants were surprised 
to discover that they were 
becoming local celebrities, and 
all because of their love for 
literature! 
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• Reading in Tandem—Fremont 
Junior High librarian Tim Loge 
(Mesa, AZ) created a clever 
reading contest called, “Reading 
in Tandem.” The rules for entry 
required that students either 
read two books by the same 
author, two books on the same 
subject, or two students could 
read the same book. There were 
specific rules as to how they 
would report on their book(s). 
Tim was able to procure a 
tandem bike from a local 
discount store and hung it in the 
library to entice participants. 
Faculty enthusiastically jumped 
on board by riding the bike 
around school in pairs and 
posing for pictures. The winner 
claimed her tandem bike right 
before Spring Break. 

School-wide Support 

Reading advocate Jim Trelease 
believes that students need time 
allotted for independent reading. 
Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) 
gives them that time on a daily 
basis at our school. Thirty minutes 
a day is set aside for free choice 
reading. Trelease (2001) feels that 
by reading daily, students develop a 
positive attitude toward reading, 
and the more they practice in a 
relaxed, informal forum, the better 
readers they will become. The 
implementation of SSR at our 
school has improved our library 
circulation tremendously as 
students need reading material to 
actively participate. 

Modeled after the “One Book” 
concept adapted by many cities and 
states nationwide, we implemented 
“One Book Stapley” five years ago. 
Developed by a committee of 

reading teachers and me, the 
program encourages unity and 
literacy. The title is announced each 
year during Teen Read Week, and 
multiple copies are available in the 
library. Some teachers choose to 
read it aloud to their students, but 
for the most part, it is by individual 
choice. Throughout the kick-off, we 
promote the book via daily an
nouncements and the promise of 
discussion groups. Everyone who 
reads the book is rewarded with a 
lapel pin designed to be significant 
to the book. Although our main 
goal has been to choose a book 
with universal appeal, the disparity 
among the likes and dislikes of 12
15 year-olds is difficult to appease. 
The following are the first five 
books we selected: 
1. Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli—An 

entertaining story about being 
true to yourself and the power of 
peer pressure. Although a fitting 
book for the age group, we 
found that boys, as a rule, do not 
prefer to read a book in which 
the main character is a girl. The 
pin given to its readers was a 
star. 

2. Touching Spirit Bear by Ben 
Mikaelson—An angry young 
man has to face his fears, learn 
compassion, and control his 
emotions in this story of sur
vival. This book appealed to 
many and was deemed a 
success. The pin was a paw with 
the word spirit in the center. 

3. Among the Hidden by Margaret 
Peterson Haddix—When the 
world becomes overpopulated 
and over polluted, the govern
ment makes it law that families 
can have only two children. It is 
the story of Luke, a forbidden 
third child. This has been our 

most popular title so far. We 
couldn’t keep this book or its 
many sequels on the shelf. We 
held a contest to design a pin for 
this book, and it simply said, 
“Be Free,” with eyes peeking out 
from the darkness. 

4. Tangerine by Edward Bloor— 
Paul is legally blind, tormented 
by his brother, and ignored by 
his parents in this multi-themed 
story that is not about a handi
capped boy but about his ability 
to see what his family refuses to 
address. A great book for 
discussion, but too long at 300
plus pages for this activity. The 
pin was a soccer ball. 

5. Stormbreaker by Anthony 
Horowitz—Alex Rider didn’t 
choose to be a spy, but when his 
uncle dies in the midst of an 
investigation, fourteen-year-old 
Alex is thrust into a dangerous 
operation. This fast-paced story 
has fun gadgets, cliffhanger 
chapters, and high-speed chases. 
The movie is due to be released 
in October. Our pin will be a 
lightning bolt. 

Meet the Author 

Certainly the most exciting 
event at our library was a visit by 
Twilight author, Stephenie Meyer. 
After reading it due to a recommen
dation by a student, I was im
pressed with how easily the author 
related to the young adult audience. 
Stephenie is very much in touch 
with her inner adolescent! Not 
wanting the story to end, and 
hoping to find that there is a sequel 
in the works, I immediately 
Googled her and found her impres
sive website 
(www.stepheniemeyer.com). After 
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reading all about her and her 
projects, I emailed her to thank her 
for her intelligent, compelling story, 
and asked if she would consider 
visiting our school. Her response 
came within 24 hours, and she 
expressed a strong desire to meet 
her fans. We chose a date and I set 
out to prepare the 1,400 students at 
my school. Over a weeks’ time, I 
booktalked Twilight to 45 English 
classes. My passion was contagious 
as we pre-sold over 250 copies of 
her book to anxious teens wanting 
to escape into Stephenie’s world of 
teenage angst, romance, and 
thrilling fantasy. 

Hundreds of students came to 
see the author, hear her talk about 
future projects, and have their 
books autographed. Stephenie 
thoroughly enjoyed meeting her 
adoring fans and the students 
talked about it for weeks. Not since 
the Harry Potter series have I seen 
such affection for a book. For 
months it was, and remains, “cool” 
to carry a 512 page book around 
school! 

The Personal Connection 

As shown in the example of 
Twilight, booktalks are the most 
direct and personal manner in 
which to convey the pleasure of 

reading a good book. I am asked to 
do booktalks for reading and 
English classes at my school. The 
more passion I have for a book, the 
more likely it will be checked out. I 
have three hard and fast rules for 
book talks: 
1. Never booktalk a book you 

haven’t read. You can’t answer 
questions about it or portray the 
true voice of the book. 

2. Only booktalk books you enjoy. 
It’s hard to fake it. 

3. Make a personal connection. I 
begin a booktalk on Monster by 
Walter Dean Myers with: 
“Imagine walking home from 
school and stopping at a conve
nience store with your friends 
for a snack. Suddenly, your 
friend pulls out a gun and holds 
up the cashier, takes his money, 
and then shoots him. Now 
you’re on trial for accessory to 
murder. This is Steven’s situation 
in Monster by Walter Dean 
Myers.” 

These are just a few of the 
great ideas that work in promoting 
teen reading. There is great satisfac
tion in matching a teen to a book. 
We as teachers and librarians know 
the joy of reading a great story. 
Sharing this joy with young adults 
can be challenging, but ultimately 
very fulfilling, and the library can 

play an important part. 

Lisa Bowen has been a classroom 
teacher, elementary librarian, and 
secondary librarian. Currently, she is 
the school librarian at Stapley Junior 
High in Mesa, AZ. 

Works Cited 
Bartel, Julie. “The Good, the Bad, and the 

Ugly.” School Library Journal (July 
2005): 34-41. 

Bloor, Edward. Tangerine. New York, NY: 
Scholastic, 2001. 

Doyle, Robert P. 2004 Banned Book 
Resource Guide. Chicago, IL: American 
Library Association, 2004. 

Haddix, Margaret Peterson. Among the 
Hidden. New York, NY: Aladdin, 2000. 

Horowitz, Anthony. Stormbreaker. New 
York, NY: Scholastic, 2000. 

Hughes-Hassell, Sandra and Christina 
Lutz. “What Do You Want to Tell Us 
About Reading?” Young Adult Library 
Services (Winter 2006): 39-45. 

Meyer, Stephenie. Twilight. New York, NY: 
Little Brown, 2005. 

Mikaelsen, Ben. Touching Spirit Bear. New 
York, NY: Scholastic, 2001. 

Myers, Walter Dean. Monster. New York, 
NY: Harper Collins, 1999. 

Spinelli, Jerry. Stargirl. New York, NY: 
Alfred Knopf, 2000. 

Trelease, Jim. The Read Aloud Handbook. 
New York, NY: Penguin, 2001. 

Vassalona, Devin. “Who Reads What?” 
Reading Today (June/July 2006) 23. 

Washington, Thomas. “The Subtle 
Approach.” American Libraries (May 
2006) 38-39. 

THE ALAN REVIEW Fall 2006 



e17_24_TAR_Fall06 9/27/06, 1:45 PM24

ad 

24 

THE ALAN REVIEW Fall 2006
 



f25_34_TAR_Fall06 9/27/06, 1:43 PM25

25 

“Today I’m going to meet a boy:”
 
Teachers and Students Respond to Fifteen and Speak 

Marsha M. Sprague, Kara K. Keeling, and Paul Lawrence
 

One report suggests that, 

compared to boys, ado

lescent girls experience 

greater stress, are twice 

as likely to be depressed, 

and are four times as 

likely to commit suicide 

(Rothenberg, 1997). 

One of the remarkable things that literature has 
to offer its readers is the opportunity to 
closely observe a slice of constructed reality; 

a book can be read, reread, analyzed and dissected, 
and used to compare it to other realities. The idea of 
pairing books to examine different societies is cer
tainly not new. High school teachers have found it 
very helpful to pair adolescent literature with classic 
texts to help young readers see themes and ideas that 
persist throughout history. For example, Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet can be taught alongside Bette 
Green’s Summer of my German Soldier to examine the 
theme of doomed young love. 

Another ways that literature is used is to reveal 
alien cultures, to provide a window into a world that 
is very different from the readers. Teenagers reading 
Shabanu, by Suzanne Fisher Staples, have a chance to 
peek into the world of nomadic 
Pakistani tribes in the latter 
decades of the 20th century, and 
compare it to their lives. 

The thoughtful teacher who 
introduces these texts always 
prefaces them by explaining that 
they are the author’s view of the 
constructed reality, not reality 
itself. Good teachers pose ques
tions that force readers to research 
whether the purported culture is 
authentically portrayed, and what 
the agenda is of the author. 
Nevertheless, the opportunity to 
contrast different worlds, especially 

when one of the worlds is the reader’s own, is of great 
help in developing adolescents’ critical consideration 
of their role and participation in that world. 

Those of us who are concerned about adolescent 
girls constantly look for ways to help them understand 
what is happening to them. One report suggests that, 
compared to boys, adolescent girls experience greater 
stress, are twice as likely to be depressed, and are four 
times as likely to commit suicide (Rothenberg 1997). 
In the United States, girls under fifteen are five times 
more likely to give birth than female teens in other 
industrialized nations (Brumberg 1997). In the 1997 
Commonwealth Fund Survey of 3,532 high school girls 
and boys, reported by Johnson, Roberts and Worell, 
over 20% of the girls said they had been physically or 
sexually abused (9). 23% of the girls had experienced 
depressive symptoms in the two weeks prior to the 

survey (9). Statistics gathered in 
2002 reveal that one to four percent 
of girls exhibit clinical anorexia 
nervosa or bulimia, and a far greater 
number experience disordered 
eating habits such as binge eating, 
extremely restrictive dieting, fasting, 
laxative abuse, or vomiting (“Statis
tics: How many”). This picture is 
very disturbing, and as teachers at 
the high school and college level, we 
are interested in using literature to 
discuss what societal forces are at 
work that might be creating this 
grim picture for at least some of our 
adolescent girls. 

THE ALAN REVIEW Fall 2006 



f25_34_TAR_Fall06 9/27/06, 1:43 PM26

26 

The contrast between	 

Fifteen and Speak could 

not be starker. Both 

books open with girls 

who are getting ready to 

go back to school. How-

ever, while Jane is look-

ing forward to it, Speak’s 

central character, 

Melinda, is dreading it. 

One way of understanding what has happened to 
the society surrounding adolescent girls in the last half 
of the twentieth century is to compare Beverly Cleary’s 
book, Fifteen, to Laurie Anderson’s novel, Speak. The 
two stories, both centered on the experiences of high 
school girls, were written 43 years apart, Fifteen in 
1956 and Speak in 1999. They reveal dramatic changes 
in the social fabric of America from the middle fifties 
to the end of the century, particularly in the ways that 

adolescent girls come of age. 
There are so many parallels 
in the books that it appears 
that Anderson could have 
written Speak as a dark 
companion reader to Fifteen.

In Fifteen, the central 
character is Jane Purdy. We 
find out that this is her
name in the first sentence. 
This early candor sets the
tenor of the book: every-
thing is transparent, and 
there are very few secrets. 
We know all about Jane’s 
thoughts and wishes
because the author clearly 
reveals them to us. The third 
sentence informs the reader 
of Jane’s preoccupation 

throughout the book: “Today I’m going to meet a boy” 
(1). Indeed, Jane does meet a boy. The boy, Stan, is 
handsome, pleasant, appealing, and slightly older than 
Jane. Like Jane, he comes from a white, middle class 
family. The book traces their burgeoning romance, 
which goes smoothly, barring a few hitches. First, Stan 
does not ask Jane to the first school dance, because he 
has already invited an old girlfriend from his former 
school. Unfortunately, he does not tell Jane this until 
after the dance, but finally he explains and all is 
forgiven. Second, Stan has an unexpected appendec
tomy, which puts him out of the picture for a while, 
but which ultimately allows Jane to declare her 
feelings for him and actually makes the relationship 
stronger. The book ends with Jane and Stan “going 
steady,” which has been Jane’s goal all along. Like 
Jane and Stan, the other characters in the book are 
also white, middle class and pleasant. Jane’s mother 
and father (her father’s occupation is unspecified, but 

her mother is a stay-home mom) are devoted to Jane 
and are very protective of her. Jane’s mother insists 
that Jane wear clothes that are somewhat childish, 
and Jane’s father teases her about her boyfriend. They 
provide some of the gentle humor that is found 
throughout the book. Jane’s best friend, Julie, is 
totally supportive of Jane and very much like her. 
They run a baby-sitting service together. The only 
moderately unpleasant character is a girl named 
Marcy, who is in Jane and Julie’s class and is popular, 
self-absorbed and arrogant. The book does have a 
theme of sorts: Jane realizes that when she tries to act 
like Marcy, she makes both her friends and herself 
miserable. When she acts like herself—agreeable and 
friendly— she is happy. Jane sums up this concept as 
she thinks to herself, “She would remember she was 
Jane Purdy and no one else. Maybe she was doing the 
wrong thing, but that was the way she was” (176). 

The contrast between Fifteen and Speak could not 
be starker. Both books open with girls who are getting 
ready to go back to school. However, while Jane is 
looking forward to it, Speak’s central character, 
Melinda, is dreading it. We do not even know 
Melinda’s name until the twenty-fourth page of the 
novel. We only know that something is very wrong in 
Melinda’s life, since her good friends from the previ
ous school year will not speak to her. We find out on 
page 27 that Melinda “called the cops” during a 
summer party. Gradually we learn that Melinda 
harbors a secret, about which she cannot speak, that 
is making her withdrawn and depressed. Melinda was 
raped at the summer party, but has been unable to tell 
anyone about it. Unlike Jane Purdy, luckily endowed 
with a supporting cast of characters, Melinda is alone. 
Her parents, both of whom work, seem to be unable 
or unwilling to acknowledge the depth of Melinda’s 
despair. Her best friend Rachel has turned on her after 
the cop-calling incident, and the rest of her middle 
school friends are simply ignoring her. Melinda does 
meet a new “friend,” Heather, but Heather ultimately 
betrays Melinda in her attempts to become part of a 
clique. 

The central boy in Melinda’s life is the boy who 
raped her. Never calling the perpetrator by name, 
Melinda refers to him only as “IT.” This depersonaliza
tion is an attempt to objectify her traumatic experi
ence. Melinda’s nerdy biology lab partner, David, is a 
possible male counter to “IT.” He expresses an interest 
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These two books show 

the challenges that girls 

have faced for centuries.

The role of the female 

has traditionally been to 

subvert her own wishes 

and desires in order to 

assume the role of 

nurturer and caretaker. 

in being Melinda’s friend, but Melinda has difficulty 
connecting to anyone because of her rape. The theme 
of the book centers on Melinda’s loss of identity due 
to the trauma she has endured. In the novel, she 
slowly loses the ability to speak as she sinks deeper 
and deeper into despair. She is saved from complete 
annihilation by several things, including an art teacher 
who challenges her to express her feelings through art 
and a message she writes on a bathroom wall that 
warns other girls of “IT.” These actions give Melinda 
the courage to tell her former best friend Rachel about 
her experience, and although at first Rachel does not 
believe her, Melinda becomes empowered by the 
event. At the end of the novel, “IT” attempts to rape 
Melinda again. This time, however, she has the ability 
to scream and to fight back. Though dark, Speak offers 
frequent, biting moments of sarcastic humor through 
Melinda’s descriptions of her teachers and the cliques 
that exist at her high school. 

These two books show the challenges that girls 
have faced for centuries. The role of the female has 
traditionally been to subvert her own wishes and 
desires in order to assume the role of nurturer and 
caretaker. The expectation of the adolescent girl is that 
she will adhere to the commandments of society, 
winning a male who will fulfill the role of decision-
maker and provider. That is evidently Jane Purdy’s 
main goal in Fifteen— one at which she succeeds. 
This role was well-established in America in 1956. 
Despite the sacrifice that was required, there were 
systems in place that supported the adolescent girl in 
her tasks. For one thing, mothers were expected to 
remain at home to provide guidance, support and 
unconditional love for their daughters. Fathers—at 
least those of the middle class—remained married to 
their wives and contributed to the financial security of 
a household that sheltered young women from 
financial worries. It was expected that young men 
would respect young ladies and protect their inno
cence. Girls were placed at the center of a neighbor
hood or town in which the inhabitants knew them and 
contributed to their senses of security and protection. 
This is the experience of Jane Purdy, and of many 
(though certainly not all) girls in America in the 
1950’s. Of course, this security was purchased at a 
very high cost: girls were discouraged from seeking 
their own careers and personal fulfillment. 
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much for many girls, who withdraw into depression, 
drug abuse, and even suicide as they give up on trying 
to achieve the behaviors expected of them with little 
support and no safety nets. 

It is important to note that Fifteen was certainly 
not an accurate portrayal of the majority of girls in the 
1950’s; nor, certainly, is Speak a portrait of every girl 
in the late 1990’s. Both books are the authors’ con
structions of the reality experienced by themselves or 
their daughters as teenagers. But read together, these 
books reveal real changes in the world that now 
envelops adolescent girls. 

Because we feel that these two books are so 
illustrative of what has happened to the world of 
American girls, we decided to use them as initial 
books in two courses: at the college level, they were 
used in a graduate course for teachers; at the high 
school level, they were the first books read in the 
school year by a group of tenth grade honors students. 

The graduate class “Young Adult Literature” was 
part of the curriculum in a master’s degree program in 
teaching language arts. The class consisted of 11 
students, all female, who were teachers. This included 
elementary and secondary teachers. In the college 
class, after an introduction to the class and young 
adult fiction, the assignment made for week two was 
to read both Fifteen and Speak. In addition, the 
students were assigned readings from Reviving 
Ophelia, by Mary Pipher. Because the class members 
were teachers and graduate students, this reading was 
not onerous. Students were asked to respond to the 
books with a journal entry. In the next class, the three-
hour class discussion revolved around issues raised in 
the journals and initiated by the instructor. 

In the high school setting, the pace of reading the 
books was much slower. Paul’s curriculum includes 
“LitTalk Day,” a once-a-week occurrence during which 
students discuss the adolescent literature that they are 
reading independently. Paul introduces a novel to his 
tenth grade students in week one. This year, the novel 
selected was Speak. Students were instructed to read 
the first quarter of the novel at home (it breaks easily 
into fourths since it is organized around the nine-week 
grading periods used in most high schools.) Students 
had a week to read that portion of the novel. 

When students enter class on “LitTalk Day,” they 
first take a quiz on the novel they are reading. This is 
to ensure that students have read their assigned 

chapter. The quiz asks for basic knowledge of the 
characters and events in the novel. After the students 
take the quiz, Paul collects their papers and briefly 
goes over the answers. Paul then asks the students to 
respond in writing to several prompts that require 
them to think about the novel. For instance, after the 
first quarter of the book students responded to these 
questions: 
1. What is Melinda’s home life like? What kind of 

support does she get from her parents? Do you 
think her home life is believable? How important is 
parent support for success? 

2. What is Melinda’s peer group like? Does she fit in? 
Why or why not? Have you ever experienced 
anything like Melinda does in this high school or 
other schools? 

Students write quietly for about 10 minutes on 
these two topics. Then they are asked to move their 
desks into a seminar circle and bring their writing 
with them. Students must follow the following rules in 
the seminar circle: 
•	 They are to use a “talking ball” to control the 

discussion. This small, lightweight ball is held by 
the person talking. When (s)he is finished talking, 
another student indicates that (s)he wants to talk, 
and the ball is thrown to the new speaker. 

• Everyone listens respectfully to the person talking. 
•	 The teacher is a listener, recording who talks and 

briefly noting interesting points. 
•	 Students who contribute two or more comments 

receive 100 points for a quiz equivalent. Students 
who contribute one comment get an 88; students 
who listen respectfully but do not contribute get a 
79 (C-). 

•	 Students may discuss their responses to the 
questions that they have answered, or they may 
discuss other things in the text that they have read. 

During a typical lesson, the action flows in this 
way: Paul sits on the outside of the circle as students 
begin to discuss Melinda’s home life. The talk is 
interesting and lively. Many students participate, and 
the ball moves back and forth among the 30 pupils. 
Paul stops the discussion after about ten minutes to 
summarize some of the interesting points that have 
been made and to suggest that the students move on 
to the topic of Melinda’s school life. The discussion 
resumes. At the end of another 10 minutes, about half 
of the students have contributed something to the 
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Students commented over 

and over again about how 

difficult things were for

Melinda, since she had 

basically no friends. This 

seemed horrible to the

students. 

discussion. Paul now asks the students to pass the ball 
around the circle. Students who do not wish to speak 
can simply pass the ball along; however, this gives 
everyone one last chance to contribute to the discus
sion. This strategy results in almost every student 
contributing a comment. Paul summarizes the main 
points of the discussion and asks the students to read 
the next “nine weeks” section of the book by the 
following week. 

After the students completed Speak, using four 
Fridays, they did the same thing with Fifteen. The 
book was divided into three parts, and students spent 
three weeks discussing the book. At the end of the three 
weeks, students were asked to write a paper compar
ing and contrasting the two novels they had read. 

Student Reactions 

The students’ writings, both in-class responses 
and the final paper were collected. Additionally, 
transcripts of the class discussions were reviewed. 
Themes that emerged from the analysis included: 

Friendships are critical to the lives of teenagers. 
Students commented over and over again about 

how difficult things were for Melinda, since she had 
basically no friends. This seemed horrible to the 
students. They noted how helpful Julie, Jane’s friend, 
was to her; Julie is “open and forgiving” while 
Melinda’s friends “take almost a year to forgive her.” 
Interestingly, some of them seemed to blame Melinda 
for her lack of friends: one boy commented, “Melinda 
is so closed off that nobody can get close to her”; one 
student talked about how “dreary” Melinda was 
another girl called her “dark and scary.” Most students 
did not seem to appreciate her sense of humor, or the 
strength that she exhibited in overcoming the effects 
of the rape. 

Rape and scary things happen, but they can be 
prevented with care. 

This theme developed during the class discussion 
of the rape incident in Speak. Both boys and girls 
talked about how Melinda should not have been 
drinking at the party. They said that she could have 
avoided the rape if she had stayed home or not had 
anything to drink. This was one of the few times that 
the teacher intervened in the discussion, talking about 

the idea of “blaming the 
victim.” The students were 
quite defensive about this, 
and assured the teacher 
that they understood that 
rape was never justified. 
However, both the teacher 
and the observer felt that 
both boys and girls had a 
disturbing feeling that the 
behavior of raping was 
somewhat to be expected. 
In his final paper, one boy 
commented that Andy 
probably “learned this 
behavior from people around . . . I’m not saying that 

, but he kind of couldn’t help it.” Another boy 
ed the times: “I think if Andy had been 

n the fifties then he wouldn’t have done what 
 Girls seemed resigned to the fact that “there 
le like Andy who stalk freshmen to try and 
 with them . . .” Many students talked about 
that girls have to “protect themselves.” Only 
d about the fact that Andy’s behavior was 

. 

eople tend to ignore teenager’s behaviors. 
 girl commented, “Melinda’s parents and 
n’t expect much from her; they wanted her to 

mal,” but when she didn’t they didn’t really 
the problem.” One boy wrote, “. . . our “rules” 
ve evolved into a much more lenient [to] 
at careless form. We are supposed to, nowa
 responsibly, but our generation is full of 
 and rowdiness. Parents today won’t crack 
 much because of our society. We aren’t as 
e think.” Another wrote, “Teenagers are 

d to be good but that doesn’t often happen. 
ssure is a big factor in teens today. Teens get 
 in drugs, gangs, unprotected sex, and many 
ngs that they shouldn’t be doing.” 

 need to talk to their kids, no matter what. 
ents were very passionate about the need for 
o be involved in their lives. Most students felt 
r own parents were supportive of them. One 
wrote, “Parents are supposed to put their 
 first, talk to them, support them, and raise 
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The teachers felt that both 

Jane and Melinda were 

consumed by trying to “fit	 

in” and find a place to 

belong in their teen soci

ety. They, like all adoles-

cents, were seeking iden

tity. In both instances a 

male was central to this 

search. 

them to be respectful adults.” Another wrote, “A teen 
might tell their parents that they butt into their 
business too much, but we would rather have that 
than you not care.” Students were appalled at the fact 
that Melinda had cuts on her wrist and her mother 
“had no time for this.” 

Girls are resentful of the way some boys treat them. 
One girl wrote, “There are few guys like Stan . . . 

Not many would meet the parents or respect a girl’s 
space.” Another commented, “Back in the 1950’s, 
guys were raised to be respectful and treat females like 
porcelain dolls that could break at any moment. 
Nowadays, a lot of guys have that ‘I wanna get with 
anything that has legs, breast, and a nice butt’ attitude 
. . .” 

Teachers’ Reactions 

Surprisingly, the teachers responded to the books 
in quite similar ways, although their age range was so 

e 1950’s represented a time 
significantly before they 
had come of age, although 
because of television they 
had similar beliefs that 
there was a time when 
things were like the setting 
of Fifteen. Discussion and 
journal entries revolved 
around the following 
points:

The world has changed 
for teenaged girls in
many ways, although 
crucial elements remain 
the same. 

The teachers felt that 
both Jane and Melinda 
were consumed by trying 
to “fit in” and find a place 
to belong in their teen 

society. They, like all adolescents, were seeking 
identity. In both instances a male was central to this 
search; however, Jane’s ultimate goal was to merge 
her identity with a boy, whereas Melinda’s triumph 
was to free herself from victimization by a boy. In 

varied. For most of them th

both books, the teenagers are separated into “clans”— 
the popular kids and the unpopular ones. One teacher 
pointed out that in both books the “enemy” character 
is a cheerleader. 

A major difference between the 1950’s and the 
1990’s is the lack of a community that knows and 
supports its young people. 

In Fifteen, the owner of the ice cream parlor 
knows Jane and asks about her. Jane’s parents check 
out Stan to make sure that he is acceptable. The small 
suburban setting offers a protective barrier against 
many threats. On the other hand, Melinda is isolated 
not only at school but in her community—she wan
ders through a mall, on a bus, in a hospital—and is 
neither recognized nor claimed. One teacher described 
Jane’s experiences as “walking a social tightrope with 
a safety net provided by two loving parents and an 
actively-involved community.” 

The relationship between parents and child has 
fundamentally shifted. 

In both books, there are two parents available to a 
single child. In Fifteen, the mother is totally focussed 
on home and children, although the father is absent 
due to work. In Speak, both parents are focussed on 
work and on themselves. As one teacher expressed: 
“Jane’s biggest worries involve appearing “too little-
girlish” and disapproving of her mother’s tendency to 
forego stockings in the privacy of their home.” 
Melinda’s parents, instead of prying in their daughter’s 
life, appear not to want to know about her problems. 
When Melinda tries to cut her wrists, her mother says, 
“I don’t have time for this.” This was shocking to the 
teachers, and they spent significant time discussing 
the impact of working mothers. One journal response 
noted, “Jane navigated her way through adolescence 
with relative ease, taking for granted the support 
provided by her nuclear family. Imagine the impact a 
similar support system might have on the thousands 
of Melindas in our society.” 

Both books describe white, middle class families. 
Therefore, the inferences that can be drawn from 

these books are severely restricted. Class discussion 
revolved around the different experiences that Blacks 
and Hispanics had during the 1950s, before civil rights 
legislation. 
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Summary 

It is fascinating to contrast the different ways in 
which the intertextual reading of the books varied 
between teachers and students. Teachers, certainly 
because of their age and interest in changes in society, 
focused more on the macro-level inferences of the 
books, the relationship of the society to the behavior 
of the girls and boys in it. They sought illumination 
from the texts that would help them understand the 
world of the students that they were teaching. Not 
surprisingly, the students, lacking the experiences of 
living through different generations, were more 
focused on the micro-themes related to their own 
world. Although they observed the 1950’s through 
Fifteen, they could not truly access it to understand 
changing contexts for teenage behavior. They often 
alluded to it, but only as comparison for what they 
were experiencing themselves. 

Reading the books together was definitely helpful 
for both groups. The teachers were able to engage in 
the society/behavior analysis (aided by additional 
readings), while the students could look at questions 
that are important to them: how should girls be 
treated by boys? What is the role of “clans” in negoti
ating high school? How can parents help through the 
teenage years? These kind of discussions are vital in 
helping students negotiate the complicated world of 
high school, and in helping teachers understand what 
their students face on a daily basis. 

The experience certainly argues for teaching 
books, particularly young adult literature, together to 
provide different contexts or lenses into similar issues. 
Consider the texts Go Ask Alice and Burgess’ Smack: 
both speak of drug addiction, but the differences in 
culture, time period, and approach are markedly 
different. Julie of the Wolves, contrasted with A Girl 
Named Disaster, both describe a young girl’s survival 
in hostile environments after running away from 
dreadful circumstances, but the protagonists in the 
stories have fascinating similarities and differences 
that make for rich discussion. All of these books deal 
with young girls, so they extend the examination of 
gender issues and what is expected and experienced 
by girls in various environments. Classes that allow 
students to do this kind of reading have the potential 
to help girls (and boys) understand and deal more 

effectively with the social challenges that surround 
them. 

Marsha M. Sprague is an associate professor of English at 
Christopher Newport University, where she also directs the 
Teacher Preparation Program. Her research interests and 
publications center on using literature to foster girls’ 
development. She and Dr. Keeling have a forthcoming 
book on that topic from the International Reading 
Association. Kara K. Keeling is an associate professor of 
English at Christopher Newport University, where she 
founded and directs the Childhood Studies program. Her 
research interests include food and children’s literature, 
and YA literature for girls. She and her colleague Dr. 
Sprague have published several articles in the latter area. 
Paul Lawrence teaches high school English in Newport 
News, Virginia. He is committed to using young adult 
literature in his classes. 
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C
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is a D
anish folktale com
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ans C

hristian A
nderson story. C

row
-

G
irl lives by the sea in a sm

all house w
here she spends her tim

e caring for her dying
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other and gathering driftw
ood and oysters. B

efore her grandm
other dies, she

prom
ises C

row
-G

irl she w
ill continue to w

atch over her in order to guide and com
fort

C
row

-G
irl on her life’s path.

N
ow

 an orphan, C
row

-G
irl decides to travel until she can find a new

 fam
ily. Led by a

crow
 (that’s the reason she is called C

row
-G

irl), she journeys
to various tow

ns w
here

she discovers that not all people m
ake good fam

ily m
em

bers, and that it is best to find
happiness w

hen you help others. She assists a num
ber of people on her journey—

a
sm

all abandoned boy,
an abused m

other and daughter, and a lonely old farm
er. B

y
selflessly helping others, C

row
-G

irl gains a fam
ily from

 those she has helped.
D

iana H
arter

Provo, U
T

C
ru

n
ch

 T
im

e by M
ariah Fredericks

 R
ealistic Fiction

A
theneum

 B
ooks for Young R

eaders, 2006, 317 pp., $15.95
 ISB

N
: 0-689-86938-X

Follow
ing four high school juniors through the endless struggle of grow

ing up, C
run

ch
T

im
e

by
M

ariah Fredericks is a novel m
any students w

ill relate to. D
elving deep into

the issues of friendship, relationships, failure, parents, and fear, this novel depicts the
w

orld of high-stakes testing and pressure to succeed in a refreshing, entertaining w
ay.

C
run

ch T
im

e
stands as a snippet of high school life, including the dram

as and scandals
typical in m

ost schools today.

Fredericks creates this high-stress w
orld by giving first-person accounts of the four very

different m
ain characters w

ho m
et by skipping a SAT

 prep course together. T
he charac-

ters tell their side of the story in their ow
n unique voices, so readers know

 w
hat’s going

on far before the characters do. T
his out-of-the-ordinary perspective allow

s for m
ore

suspense, insight, and connection as readers sym
pathize and relate to each specific

character’s personality and situation.
Jennifer H

anni
M

anhattan, K
S

T
h
e D

ream
 W

h
ere th

e Losers G
o

by B
eth G

oobie
R

ealistic Fiction
O

rca B
ook Publishers, 2006, 204 pp., $8.95

ISB
N

: 1-55143-455-5

B
eth G

oobie’s T
he D

ream
 W

here the Losers G
o

im
m

erses readers into a w
orld of silent

darkness and scream
ing light w

here the m
ain character, high school junior Skey, w

ants
to w

ake up from
 the nightm

are that is her life. To find relief from
 the pain and scars on

her w
rists, Skey m

ust battle the D
ragons, her boyfriend, her m

other, and m
ost im

por-
tantly, her ow

n m
ind that w

ill not allow
 her to rem

em
ber how

 she got to the dark.
H

appiness seem
s as hopeless as sleep, until a boy enters the darkness w

ith her and
helps her find the light.

T
he D

ream
 W

here the Losers G
o

is the em
otional saga of a girl searching for her lost

soul. T
he novel delves into them

es of divorce, abuse, suicide, anger, and love through
entw

ined im
ages of dark and light. R

eaders find them
 selves sharing Skey’s pain and

illusions from
 beginning to end, show

ing G
oobie’s great skill at creating im

perfect
characters readers can relate to.

Jennifer H
anni

M
anhattan, K

S

E
scape: T

h
e Story of th

e G
reat H

ou
din

i
by Sid Fleischm

an
B

iography
G

reenw
illow

, 2006, 206 pp., $18.99
 ISB

N
: 978-0-06-085094-4

H
arry H

oudini is, perhaps, A
m

erica’s m
ost enigm

atic hero, and Sid Fleischm
an brings

is considerable storytelling skills to bear in this attem
pt to capture his illusive subject.

In Escape, Fleischm
an traces the journey of Ehrich W

eiss, from
 the Jew

ish ghetto of
B

udapest, becam
e the G

reat H
arry H

oudini, from
 A

ppleton, W
isconsin.

H
oudini w

as as m
uch a social phenom

enon as a perform
er. T

he details of his life says
as m

uch about the A
m

erican culture in the first tw
o decades of the 20

th
century as they

do about the m
an (in no sm

all part because, as Fleischm
an docum

ents again and
again, the details of his life are shrouded in m

ystery and outright deception).

T
hat H

oudini rem
ains a source of fascination says

a great deal about our need to w
it-

ness the im
possible, all the w

hile know
ing it isn’t real. Escape

provides today’s adoles-
cents a glim

pse at the life of the m
an hanging suspended in the w

ater-filled torture cell.
T

he book is an essential addition to secondary school libraries, and it w
ould be an

excellent text for interdisciplinary or social studies units.
F. Todd G

oodson
M

anhattan, K
S

g35-42_TAR_Sum06 9/27/06, 1:32 PM36



37

T ◆  H ◆  E

ALAN
REVIEW

oo
k 

Re
vi

ew
s

A 
B

Cl
ip

 &
 F

ile
 Y

E
xi

t 
Po

in
t

by
 L

au
ra

 L
an

gs
to

n
Pa

ra
no

rm
al

 A
ct

iv
it

y/
C

hi
ld

 M
ol

es
ta

ti
on

O
rc

a 
B

oo
k 

Pu
bl

is
he

rs
, 
20

06
, 

11
0 

pp
.,

 $
7.

95
IS

B
N

: 
1-

55
14

3-
50

5-
5

O
st

en
si

bl
y 

a 
no

ve
l 

ab
ou

t 
th

e 
af

te
rl

if
e 

of
 n

ar
ra

to
r 

Lo
ga

n,
 a

 1
6-

ye
ar

-o
ld

 v
ic

ti
m

 o
f 

a 
ca

r
cr

as
h,

 t
he

 b
oo

k 
m

ay
 i
nt

er
es

t 
re

lu
ct

an
t 

re
ad

er
s 

w
it

h 
it
s 

br
ev

it
y 

an
d 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
za

ti
on

 o
f

Lo
ga

n 
an

d 
hi

s 
gr

an
dm

ot
he

r, 
w

ho
m

 h
e 

m
ee

ts
 i

n 
th

e 
af

te
rl

if
e,

 y
ou

ng
er

, 
sm

ok
in

g,
 a

nd
ga

m
bl

in
g.

 S
he

 is
 th

e 
m

os
t w

el
l-

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
ze

d 
pe

rs
on

 in
 th

e 
bo

ok
. B

ut
 c

lo
se

 r
ea

de
rs

 w
ill

no
ti

ce
 t

ha
t 

Lo
ga

n 
is

 h
ar

dl
y 

sy
m

pa
th

et
ic

 (
he

 d
ie

d 
ra

ci
ng

 c
ar

s 
af

te
r 

ge
tt

in
g 

dr
un

k 
on

e
ni

gh
t,

 h
is

 p
re

fe
rr

ed
 fo

rm
 o

f r
ec

re
at

io
n)

, a
nd

 th
at

, w
hi

le
 th

e 
af

te
rl

if
e 

is
 in

te
re

st
in

g,
 it

 c
an

co
nf

or
m

 it
se

lf
 t

o 
al

m
os

t 
an

yt
hi

ng
 t

he
 a

ut
ho

r 
w

an
ts

 t
o 

sa
y.

T
he

 a
ut

ho
r 

se
em

s 
to

rn
 b

et
w

ee
n 

de
ve

lo
pi

ng
 h

er
 a

ft
er

lif
e 

an
d 

m
ak

in
g 

Lo
ga

n’
s 

pr
es

en
ce

so
m

ew
ha

t 
va

lid
, 

by
 m

ak
in

g 
hi

s 
yo

un
ge

r 
si

st
er

 t
he

 v
ic

ti
m

 o
f 

se
xu

al
 m

ol
es

ta
ti

on
 f

ro
m

th
ei

r 
un

cl
e.

T
he

 n
ov

el
 b

ec
om

es
 a

 r
ac

e 
to

 s
to

p 
an

ot
he

r 
ev

en
in

g 
of

 m
ol

es
ta

ti
on

, a
nd

 w
he

n 
Lo

ga
n 

ha
s

ac
co

m
pl

is
he

d 
hi

s 
“m

is
si

on
,”

 h
e 

is
 a

llo
w

ed
 t

o 
co

nt
in

ue
 i
n 

hi
s 

m
ov

em
en

t 
fr

om
 t

he
 s

ta
-

ti
on

s 
in

 t
he

 a
ft

er
lif

e 
to

 a
 f

in
al

 r
es

ti
ng

 p
oi

nt
 b

ey
on

d.
Jo

hn
 J

ac
ob

O
ak

 P
ar

k,
 I

L

E
xp

os
u
re

by
 P

at
ri

ci
a 

M
ur

do
ch

Fe
m

al
e 

B
ul

ly
in

g
O

rc
a 

So
un

di
ng

s,
 2

00
6,

 1
02

 p
p.

, 
$9

.9
5

IS
B

N
: 
1-

55
14

3-
49

3-
8 

[p
bk

.]
IS

B
N

: 
1-

55
14

3-
52

3-
3 

[b
ou

nd
]

Pu
dg

y 
Ju

lie
 h

as
 lo

ng
 b

ee
n 

bu
lli

ed
 b

y 
he

r 
hi

gh
 s

ch
oo

l’s
 p

op
ul

ar
 D

an
a.

 W
he

n 
D

an
a 

at
te

nd
s

a 
pa

rt
y 

an
d 

ex
po

se
s 

he
rs

el
f,

 s
he

 i
s 

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
ed

 w
it

h 
Ju

lie
 i

na
dv

er
te

nt
ly

 f
in

di
ng

 t
he

pi
ct

ur
es

. 
Ju

lie
, 

en
jo

yi
ng

 h
er

 n
ew

 p
ow

er
, 

ta
un

ts
 D

an
a 

an
d 

ev
en

tu
al

ly
 le

av
es

 t
he

 p
ho

to
 f

or
th

e 
sc

ho
ol

 to
 v

ie
w

. D
an

a 
th

re
at

en
s 

su
ic

id
e 

an
d 

a 
ch

as
ti

se
d 

Ju
lie

 v
is

it
s 

he
r 

at
 h

om
e,

 w
he

re
th

ey
 d

is
cu

ss
 t

he
ir

 a
nt

ip
at

hy
 a

nd
 r

ec
on

ci
le

. 
B

ef
or

e 
Ju

lie
 l

ea
ve

s,
 s

he
 d

is
co

ve
rs

 h
er

 v
is

it
st

op
pe

d 
D

an
a 

fr
om

 s
ui

ci
de

.

A
lt
ho

ug
h 

th
is

 l
ar

ge
-p

ri
nt

, 
fa

st
-p

ac
ed

 n
ov

el
 z

ip
s 

th
ro

ug
h 

fe
m

al
e 

bu
lly

in
g 

an
d 

en
ds

 t
id

ily
,

th
er

e 
is

 a
 c

om
pe

lli
ng

, a
lb

ei
t 
co

nd
en

se
d,

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

of
 b

ul
ly

in
g 

fr
om

 t
he

 v
ie

w
po

in
ts

 o
f 
th

e
ab

us
er

 a
nd

 v
ic

ti
m

. 
T

he
 g

ir
ls

 r
ea

liz
e 

th
er

e 
w

er
e 

m
ul

ti
pl

e 
fa

ct
or

s 
le

ad
in

g 
to

 t
he

ir
 a

ct
io

ns
,

an
d 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 th

at
 b

ot
h 

ar
e 

vi
ct

im
s 

w
it

h 
di

ff
ic

ul
t c

ha
ng

es
 n

ec
es

sa
ry

 to
 s

to
p 

th
ei

r 
be

ha
v-

io
rs

.

If
 e

du
ca

to
rs

 e
m

be
lli

sh
 t

hi
s 

su
bj

ec
t 

it
 w

ou
ld

 b
e 

be
ne

fi
ci

al
 t

o 
al

l, 
fo

r 
fe

m
al

e 
bu

lly
in

g 
is

in
cr

ea
si

ng
 in

 s
ch

oo
l p

re
va

le
nc

e 
an

d 
vi

ol
en

ce
.

Li
sa

 A
. 

H
az

le
tt

Ve
rm

ill
io

n,
 S

D

Fr
en

ch
 K

is
s

by
 A

im
ee

 F
ri

ed
m

an
R

om
an

ce
/F

ri
en

ds
hi

p
Sc

ho
la

st
ic

, 
20

06
, 

30
1 

pp
.,

 $
8.

99
IS

B
N

: 
0-

43
9-

79
28

1-
9

W
he

n 
so

ph
is

ti
ca

te
d 

an
d 

fa
sh

io
na

bl
e 

A
le

xa
St

. 
Ja

m
es

 i
s 

ab
an

do
ne

d 
in

 P
ar

is
 b

y 
he

r
in

su
bo

rd
in

at
e 

bo
yf

ri
en

d,
 s

he
 t

ur
ns

 t
o 

he
r 

es
tr

an
ge

d 
fr

ie
nd

 H
ol

ly
, 

w
ho

 i
s 

cu
rr

en
tl
y 

in
En

gl
an

d 
w

it
h 

he
r 

tr
ac

k 
te

am
. 

D
es

er
ti

ng
 h

er
 t

ea
m

, 
H

ol
ly

 r
us

he
s 

to
 A

le
xa

’s
si

de
. 

B
ot

h
gi

rl
s 

st
ru

gg
le

 w
it

h 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 i

ss
ue

s,
 c

au
si

ng
 t

he
 d

is
ta

nt
 f

ri
en

ds
 t

o 
fi

nd
 c

om
fo

rt
 i

n
ea

ch
 o

th
er

’s
 c

om
pa

ny
 a

nd
 d

is
co

ve
r 

Fr
en

ch
 r

om
an

ce
 s

ee
m

s 
to

 b
e 

ju
st

 w
ha

t 
th

e 
do

ct
or

or
de

re
d.

 G
oo

d 
gi

rl
 H

ol
ly

 i
s 

to
rn

 b
et

w
ee

n 
he

r 
lo

ve
 b

ac
k 

ho
m

e 
an

d 
a 

si
zz

lin
g 

Fr
en

ch
su

it
or

 a
s 

ri
sq

ué
 A

le
xa

fi
nd

s 
he

rs
el

f i
n 

ov
er

 h
er

 h
ea

d 
af

te
r 

be
in

g 
sp

ur
ne

d 
by

 th
e 

m
es

m
er

-
iz

in
g 

ar
ti

st
 t

ha
t 

ca
pt

ur
es

 h
er

 h
ea

rt
.

T
he

 b
on

ds
 o

f 
fr

ie
nd

sh
ip

 r
un

 d
ee

p 
as

 o
pp

os
it
e 

pe
rs

on
al

it
ie

s 
fi

nd
 b

al
an

ce
 w

it
h 

a 
fe

w
bu

m
ps

 a
nd

 b
ru

is
es

 a
lo

ng
 t

he
 w

ay
. 

B
e 

sw
ep

t 
of

f 
yo

ur
 f

ee
t 

an
d 

en
jo

y 
th

e 
ri

de
 a

s 
yo

u
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

 t
he

 s
pi

ce
y 

ro
m

an
ce

 a
nd

 w
or

ld
ly

 a
dv

en
tu

re
s 

th
at

 b
ri

ng
 t

he
 t

w
o 

gi
rl

s 
cl

os
er

th
an

 e
ve

r.
Su

sa
n 

G
ap

p
Ve

rm
ill

io
n,

 S
D

T
h
e 

Fr
og

 P
ri

n
ce

by
 G

ill
ia

n 
M

cK
ni

gh
t

R
om

an
ce

/F
ri

en
ds

hi
p/

Fa
m

ily
 P

ro
bl

em
s

Si
m

on
 P

ul
se

/S
im

on
 &

 S
ch

us
te

r, 
20

06
, 
20

3 
pp

.,
 $

8.
25

IS
B

N
-1

3:
 9

78
-0

-8
68

-8
77

35
-3

IS
B

N
-1

0:
 0

-6
89

-8
77

35
-8

W
ea

lt
hy

 A
le

xi
s 

an
d 

H
el

en
e 

ar
e 

se
ve

nt
ee

n,
 s

te
ps

is
te

rs
,

an
d 

be
st

 f
ri

en
ds

, 
es

pe
ci

al
ly

 a
s 

ea
ch

pi
ne

s 
fo

r 
an

 a
bs

en
te

e 
pa

re
nt

. 
Su

m
m

er
 f

in
ds

 H
el

en
e’

s 
es

tr
an

ge
d 

fa
th

er
 i

nv
it
in

g 
he

r 
to

 P
ar

is
,

w
it
h 

A
le

xi
s’

s 
m

ot
he

r 
pr

op
os

in
g 

G
re

ec
e.

 A
s 

H
el

en
e 

m
is

se
s 

fo
rm

er
 b

oy
fr

ie
nd

 L
az

lo
, A

le
xi

s 
ch

al
-

le
ng

es
 h

er
 t

o 
at

tr
ac

t 
D

an
ie

l D
’A

rt
oi

s,
 d

as
hi

ng
 h

ei
r 

to
 V

ed
et

te
, 
Fr

an
ce

’s
 p

re
m

ie
r 

fa
sh

io
n 

ho
us

e.

A
le

xi
s 

jo
in

s 
H

el
en

e 
w

he
n 

he
r 

tr
ip

 is
 c

an
ce

lle
d,

 a
nd

 th
ey

 s
ea

m
le

ss
ly

 e
nt

er
 P

ar
is

ia
n 

hi
gh

 s
oc

ie
ty

.
A

le
xi

s 
in

te
rn

s 
at

 V
ed

et
te

 w
it
h 

H
el

en
e 

na
m

ed
 t
he

ir
 n

ew
 f
ac

e,
 a

nd
 r

om
an

ti
c 

m
is

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

gs
en

su
e 

am
on

g 
th

e 
gi

rl
s,

 D
an

ie
l, 

an
d 

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
er

 P
hi

lip
pe

. H
ap

pi
ne

ss
 fo

llo
w

s
La

zl
o’

s 
su

rp
ri

se
ar

ri
va

l, 
D

an
ie

l 
re

ve
al

in
g 

hi
s 

ho
m

os
ex

ua
lit

y,
 A

le
xi

s 
an

d 
Ph

ili
pp

e’
s 

pa
ir

in
g,

 a
nd

 t
he

 g
ir

ls
’ 

re
-

ne
w

ed
 p

ar
en

ta
l r

el
at

io
ns

hi
ps

.

C
on

tr
iv

ed
 p

lo
tl
in

es
 a

ss
ur

e 
ti
dy

 e
nd

in
gs

, a
nd

 u
nf

or
tu

na
te

ly
 D

an
ie

l i
s 

m
or

e 
de

vi
ce

 t
ha

n 
ch

ar
ac

-
te

r, 
w

it
h 

hi
s 

at
tr

ac
ti
ve

ne
ss

 in
it
ia

lly
 fo

st
er

in
g 

th
e 

gi
rl

s’
 je

al
ou

sy
 a

nd
 h

om
os

ex
ua

lit
y 

en
di

ng
 th

ei
r

co
m

pe
ti
ti
on

. S
ti
ll,

 b
eh

in
d 

th
e 

op
ul

en
ce

, y
ou

ng
er

 g
ir

ls
 w

ill
 fi

nd
 li

ke
ab

le
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

s 
w

it
h 

un
iv

er
-

sa
l p

ar
en

ta
l a

nd
 r

el
at

io
ns

hi
p 

pr
ob

le
m

s 
an

d 
so

un
d 

ad
vi

ce
.

Li
sa

 A
. 
H

az
le

tt
Ve

rm
ill

io
n,

 S
D

g35-42_TAR_Sum06 9/27/06, 1:32 PM37



38

T ◆  H ◆  E

ALAN
REVIEW

 Y
Clip &

 File
A B

ook Review
s

H
ard H

it
by A

nn Turner
C

om
ing of A

ge/C
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Scholastic Press, 2006, 167 pp., $16.99
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N

: 0-439-29680-3

M
ark W

arren has a great life. H
e has a cool best friend. H

e’s the star pitcher on his high
school team

, thanks in part to the endless hours his father put in as his catcher. T
he

new
 girl notices him

, and thanks to his m
other’s advice, he is able to carry on an

intelligent conversation w
ith her. H

is younger sister turned 13 and is a pain, but not
bad as sisters go. B

ut one lousy phone call, and M
ark’s w

orld is forever changed. H
is

dad’s pancreatic cancer is back.

A
nn Turner’s free-verse poem

 depicts the tide of em
otions that inevitably rages through

a fam
ily battling cancer. M

iddle school and high school students w
ill quickly becom

e
attached to the characters and w

ill find them
selves gripped by this sensitive, w

ell-told
story.

V
icki Sherbert

W
akefield, K

S

H
arlem

 H
u
stle by Janet M

cD
onald

A
frican A

m
ericans/M

usic
Francis Foster B

ooks, 2006, 192 pp., $16.00
ISB

N
: 0-374-37184-9

H
arlem

 is full of energy, life, and diversity. H
ustle em

bodies the spirit of H
arlem

 as a
young A

frican A
m

erican teen w
ith the dream

 of m
aking it big as a rapper. A

 sm
art

hom
eboy, H

ustle know
s his w

ay around H
arlem

, w
here to shoplift and w

ho to get to
know

 to m
ake it in the biz. H

ustle is discovered at a party and for a short tim
e believes

this is the break he needs to enter the w
orld of hip hop. B

ut he soon discovers
the

w
orld of rappers in gold chains w

ith m
usic labels is as crooked as the streets of H

arlem
.

M
cD

onald’s story is full of the vibrant life that is H
arlem

, com
plete w

ith contem
porary

language of the hip hop culture that appeals to teens of all races and backgrounds.
H

ustle’s story is not predictable in that he exam
ines his old ideas of w

hat m
akes good

lyrics and studies poetry in order to im
prove his ow

n w
ord play. T

his contem
porary

novel provides the interest needed for teen-age boys to get hooked im
m

ediately.
D

eana C
ow

an
M

aple H
ill, K

S

H
eat

by M
ike Lupica

B
aseball/Fam

ily
Philom

el, 2006, 220 pp., $16.99
ISB

N
: 0-399-24301-1

H
eat

is a w
ell paced, steadily building novel that exam

ines baseball, cultural identity,
first love, and adulthood. W

hen their father dies, M
ichael and his older brother are

forced to fend for them
selves. B

ut should anyone find out their secret, they w
ill be split

up or w
orse…

sent back to C
uba, spoiling M

ike’s chances of playing in the Little League
W

orld Series. T
his com

ing of age tale uses the A
m

erica’s past-tim
e as backdrop for

exploring m
ultiple adolescent them

es. T
he fairy-tale ending borders on the unbeliev-

able, but overall the w
ork is a terrific read for those looking for a dose of childhood

baseball nostalgia.
C

urtis C
handler

W
am

ego, K
S

H
ell P

h
on

e
by W

illiam
 Sleator

G
ood vs. Evil/W

ealth/R
ights

A
m

ulet B
ooks, 2006, 237 pp., $16.95

ISB
N

: 0-8109-5479-6

T
his w

as a suspenseful thriller m
ystery intertw

ined w
ith fantasy and rom

ance. T
he

com
pelling story w

as an easy read. A
lthough the beginning of the story lacked vivid

descriptors, it im
proved. T

he quick pace of the story keeps the reader interested and
w

ould appeal to young readers w
ho enjoy thrillers w

ith the m
ention of ghoulish creepi-

ness. Young readers w
ith the sam

e socio-econom
ic background could easily relate to

the problem
s of N

ick, the protagonist, a foolish and easily duped teenager w
ith a trust-

ing character. T
he author w

as superb w
ith his depiction of the innocent youth being

the unsuspecting target of unscrupulous characters.
Paulette C

lark
Junction C

ity, K
S
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P
retty Little D

evils by N
ancy H

older
Suspense/M

urder/M
ystery

R
azorbill (Penguin), 2006, 250 pp., $14.99

ISB
N

: 1-59514-030-1

H
azel Stone longs to be part of the popular high school crow

d, but her good looks and
classy style haven’t been enough to m

ove
her up the social ladder. Im

agine H
azel’s

excitem
ent w

hen Sylvia O
rly, the m

ost popular girl, recruits her to be a m
em

ber of T
he

Pretty Little D
evils, undoubtedly the m

ost elite group. H
azel w

ill pay any price to prove
her w

orthy, enduring an induction of social lessons, devilish tactics, and sinister pranks.
A

larm
 sets in w

hen no one from
 w

ithin the group claim
s credit for m

ysterious threaten-
ing m

essages, casting suspicion on various outside enem
ies.

T
his book w

ill keep the reader on the edge of their seat as suspects’ m
otives are re-

vealed, but prepare for ultim
ate suspense w

hen the m
urders begin. C

leverly w
ritten

using personal blog style dialogue, it is a m
ust-read for suspense thrillers.Susan G

app
Verm

illion, SD

T
h
e R

ise of Lu
bch

en
ko

by M
ichael Sim

m
ons

B
ioterrorism

 Espionage/A
dventure

R
azorbill (Penguin), 2006, 218 pp., $16.99

ISB
N

: 1-59514-061-1

Evan M
acalister, teenaged protagonist of T

he R
ise of Lubchen

ko, is an even m
ore un-

likely hero than C
lark K

ent. A
uthor M

ichael Sim
m

ons com
bines a rebellious yet inse-

cure, sleep-through-class sm
art guy w

ith a save-the-w
orld adventure seeker to create

one sarcastic, vulnerable, funny, likable, som
ehow

 believable character.

M
ale readers w

ill vicariously enjoy Evan’s Jam
es B

ondian adventures to prevent a
sm

allpox epidem
ic planned by his father’s business partner w

ithout revealing his ow
n

illegal theft and sales of his father’s office equipm
ent. T

hey w
ill identify w

ith his m
ore

ordinary problem
s (a distant dad, failing grades), all of w

hich Sim
m

ons handles light-
handedly yet sincerely. T

hey w
ill also appreciate Sim

m
ons’ fast-paced, no-nonsense,

hum
orous style.

T
he R

ise of Lubchen
ko

offers som
ething not alw

ays easy to find—
a good casual read for

m
iddle-school and high-school guys.

Judy B
eem

er
Junction C

ity, K
S

San
d D

ollar Su
m

m
er by K

im
berly K

. Jones
Fam

ily/Friendship
Sim

on &
 Schuster, 2006, 206 pp., $15.95

ISB
N

: 1-4169-0362-3

Lise, a tw
elve-year-old girl, thinks her life is over w

hen her m
other m

oves the fam
ily to

a beach in M
aine for the sum

m
er. U

nknow
n to Lise and her five-year-old brother, this

is w
here their m

other grew
up m

any years ago. A
s the fam

ily deals w
ith living in a

ram
shackle beach house, Lise is battling w

ith her fear of the sea, and is constantly
questioning w

hy her m
other has brought them

 here.

Friendship, fam
ily, and love are continuing them

es in the first novel of K
im

berly K
.

Jones, w
ho lives on the East C

oast and brings know
ledge of the sea into her w

riting.
B

onny M
artens

M
anhattan, K

S

Store-B
ou

gh
t B

aby
by Sandr a B

elton
D

eath of a Sibling
G

reenw
illow

 B
ooks, 2006, 246 pp., $15.99

ISB
N

: 978-0-06-085086-9

Leah’s life as a high school teen-age girl has fallen apart. She should be w
orrying about

chem
istry and track practice, not w

ondering how
 her life w

ill go on w
ithout her spir-

ited brother Luce w
ho had a w

ay
of m

aking everyone feel special. Since the car w
reck

killed her brother, Leah questions her ow
n life. D

o her parents love her the sam
e as

they loved Luce? W
hy doesn’t her m

other take an interest in her life the w
ay

she did in
Luce’s? H

ow
 can she go on living w

hen Luce is no longer part of her life? Sandra
B

elton’s novel not only explores the them
es of death, fam

ily loss, com
ing of age, and

love, but it also concerns adoption. In the story, Leah becom
es obsessed w

ith the fact
that her brother Luce w

as adopted. A
s Leah com

es to term
s w

ith her life and her fam
ily

w
ithout Luce, she learns fam

ilies are m
ade, not necessarily born, and that life goes on

after one of the fam
ily m

em
bers dies.

D
eana C

ow
an

M
aple H

ill, K
S
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W
ait for M

e by A
n N

a
R

ealistic Fiction
G

. P. Putnam
’s Sons, 2006, 169 pp., $15.99

ISB
N

: 0-399-24275-9

C
reating a dream

-like state through language and point of view
 in W

ait for M
e,

A
n N

a
tells the story of a K

orean-A
m

erican girl searching for her ow
n dream

s, w
hile trying to

live up to her m
other’s high aspirations of a H

arvard education. W
hile som

e of the
language and situations m

ay be culturally specific, all readers w
ill connect w

ith the
fear, anger, desperation, passion, and struggle w

ith parents M
ina feels, as w

ell as fall in
love w

ith Y
srael, the boy w

ho flips her torm
ented w

orld upside dow
n, forcing her to

decide exactly w
hat she, and not her m

other, w
ants.

W
ait for M

e’s
chapters sw

itch focus betw
een the protagonist, older sister M

ina, and her
younger hearing-im

paired sister Suna. M
ina’s chapters are w

ritten in first person, w
hile

Suna’s are w
ritten in third person, creating an interesting dynam

ic of voice and point of
view

. T
his point of view

 floats readers outside reality into a w
orld w

here truth, reality,
and fantasy intertw

ine.
Jennifer H

anni
M

anhattan, K
S

W
akin

g by A
lyxandra H

arvey-Fitzhenry
Self D

iscovery/D
eath/R

elationships
O

rca, 2006, 119 pp., $8.95
ISB

N
: 1-55143-489-x

B
eauty feels alienated around her classm

ates. B
ut so w

ould you if you had to shave
your legs at school and cover your scratches because your father w

as paranoid about
sharp objects. Ever since her m

other died, B
eauty has had to deal w

ith strange changes
like being haunted by a Shadow

 Lady in her dream
s.

It isn’t until B
eauty is assigned to w

ork w
ith the odd new

 girl, Luna, that B
eauty begins

to find peace in her life. Luna introduces B
eauty to the carefree, hippie-like philosophy

of the Pre-R
aphaelites w

ho created the great w
orks of art and poetry that B

eauty ad-
m

ires. B
y adopting this new

 outlook, B
eauty is able to discover herself and to find a

place am
ong her peers. In addition, her new

found confidence aids her to overcom
e her

nightm
ares and leave behind the horrors of her m

other’s death.
D

iana H
arter

Provo, U
T

T
h
e W

in
ter R

oad
by Terry H

okenson
C

om
ing of A

ge/A
dventure

Front Street, 2006, 175 pp., $16.95
ISB

N
: 1932425454

W
illa R

aedl is frustrated w
ith her life. School is unfulfilling, and at hom

e she feels
ignored and unim

portant. Ever since her brother R
ay died, it seem

s her fam
ily has been

disconnected and num
b to her feelings.

O
n one particularly challenging day, W

illa sees an opportunity to prove to her fam
ily—

and to herself—
that she is m

ore capable and responsible than they often believe her to
be. W

hen she discovers
her uncle is not in any condition to fly out and transport her

m
other from

 one city to another, she decides to fly his plane over to pick up her m
other

herself.

A
fter trying to navigate through a blizzard, the plane crashes in a snow

y w
ilderness,

and she m
ust figure out how

 to survive deathly cold tem
peratures w

ith only a few
supplies and the know

ledge she has gained over the years from
 her father and uncle.

Terry H
okenson’s first, T

he W
in

ter Road
is a story of survival and self discovery and

show
s how

 one girl finds value in herself through determ
ination and perseverance.

Suzy O
ertel

Topeka, K
S

P
u
blish

ers w
h
o w

ish
 to su

bm
it a book for possible review

 sh
ou

ld sen
d

a copy of th
e book to:

Lori G
oodson

409 C
h
erry C

ircle
M

an
h
attan

, K
S 66503

To su
bm

it a review
 for possible pu

blication
 or to becom

e a review
er,

con
tact Lori G

oodson
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@
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Quantity and Quality: 
The Need for Culturally Authentic Trade Books in Asian-American Young Adult Literature 

Virginia Loh
 

walked into Borders bookstore to buy a birthday 
present for a friend of mine who is also a publicIschool teacher. I wanted to purchase some Asian-

American children’s trade books for her classroom 
library. To my dismay, this huge bookseller was 
limited in its supply of books representing the Asian-
American experience. Outside of the recent Newbery
award winner, Kira-Kira (Kadohata, 2004), Asian-
American children’s literature was not visible or easily 
available. I scoured the shelves before soliciting help 
from a salesperson who pointed out a handful of 
folktales and a couple of books about the internment 
of Japanese-Americans. There were an even smaller 
number of books representing the contemporary 
experiences of Asian-Americans. Adding insult to 
injury, the salesperson shared with me how much she 
loved The Five Chinese Brothers (Bishop & Wiese, 
1938), a book that many consider to be an affront to 
Asian-Americans and which has been deemed by 
scholars to be racist and inauthentic (Cai 1994). 

This incident clearly illustrates an important point 
about Asian-American trade books today. In spite of 
the fact that there are more than 12 million Asian-
Americans in this country, only a small percentage of 
the children’s trade books published focus on this 
group. For example, Lee (n.d.) of Lee & Low Books 
stated that only 1.5% of all children’s books published 
in 1997 were about Asians and/or Asian-Americans 
and Bucher & Manning (2006) reported that out of 
5000 books published in the year 2002, only 91 were 
by and about Asian-Americans (39). The lack of books 
focusing on this group presents particular disadvan
tages in the classroom setting. Because few titles exist, 

children gain little exposure to Asian-Americans from 
the books they read in their classrooms. In addition, 
teachers may lack awareness of whether or not Asian-
Americans are portrayed accurately in the books they 
choose. As a result, students may be denied the 
opportunity to see into this culture through books; 
thus, they are denied windows into other cultures. 
Furthermore, children who are themselves Asian-
American are denied the opportunity to see them
selves mirrored in books. 

Lost in the Literature: A Paucity in the 
Classroom of YAL by, for and about 
Asian-Americans 

Research tells us that using multicultural 
children’s literature is effective and beneficial (Banks, 
2003; Cai, 2002; Bishop, 1992; Lindgren, 1992). Such 
literature can play an important role in classroom 
instruction. It provides reading materials and serves as 
springboards for critical thinking. These trade books 
supply students with images, ideas and models. In the 
absence of, or preferably in conjunction with, real-life 
role models, books can be a powerful tool for promot
ing cultural understanding. Cai (2002) suggests that 
multicultural literature is a means of achieving the 
goals of “diversity and equity in education” (13). He 
suggests that reading about diverse perspectives 
enhances multicultural awareness which enables us to 
recognize things like power and privilege, which may 
otherwise be invisible to some people. Bishop (1994) 
contends that multicultural literature is a “vehicle for 
socialization and change” (43). Scholars and research
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ers advocate for multicultural children’s 
trade books; but, questions remain about the 
extent to which teachers are actively 
selecting and using these books in their 
classroom practice. 

We know that students disengage from 
education when they see little congruence 
between home and school (Montecinos, 
1994). We also know that teachers play a 
powerful role in shaping the learning 
environment, which includes the selection 
and employment of trade books. Bishop 
(1992) states, “. . . 

the book choices teachers and others make have 
potential consequences for children. If literature 
is a mirror that reflects human life, then all chil
dren who read or are read to need to see them
selves reflected as part of humanity. If they are 
not, or if their reflections are distorted and ri
diculous, there is the danger that they will ab
sorb negative messages about themselves and 
people like them” (43). In spite of such research 
supporting a multicultural approach—an ap
proach that nurtures and favors the representa
tion of heritage languages and cultures—many 
classroom teachers continue to teach from a one 
dimensional perspective, inadvertently overlook
ing the voices of marginalized groups and/or 
people of color. 

There appears to be a disconnect 
between what we know and what we 
practice in the classrooms in terms of 
multicultural children’s literature. We know 
that pedagogy based on mainstream Ameri
can values “will, of course, continue to 
privilege those who feel most at home in the 
classroom” (Finders 1997 119). According to 
Heath (1983), common classroom practices 
support white, middle-class values; as a 
result, students who do not fit this mold 
often feel disconnected. In order to better 
serve our students, we need to bridge what 
we know with what we do in the class
rooms. One solution could be to select and 
employ high-quality, authentic literature, 
especially multicultural children’s literature. 
All students will benefit from learning about 
multiple perspectives. Practitioners have a 
great deal of power in regard to the selection 
and use of multicultural literature. 

Key Constructs and Terminology
 

Because this article may involve constructs and terminology that may be loosely defined 
and employed, it is sensible at this point to define the following terms (listed in alpha
betical order and written in bold type): 
1. Asian-American: Encompassing diverse groups of people differing in culture, lan

guage, and belief systems, an “Asian-American” is a U.S. citizen or resident with 
origins in the Far East, Southeast Asia, Indian subcontinent or the Pacific Islands 
which may include (but is not limited to) those from the following ethnic heritages: 
Cambodian, Chinese, East Indian, Filipino, Guamanian, Hawaiian, Hmong, Indone
sian, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Samoan, and Vietnamese (Pang, 1995; U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2000). 

2. Children’s Literature: This is a blanket term that often refers to board books, picture 
books, middle grade books and young adult books. These are books written for and 
about children and young adults (Galda & Callinan, 2002). They are categorized as 
narratives (fiction) and nonnarratives (nonfiction). They include (but are not limited 
to) the following genres: poetry and verse, folklore, fantasy, science fiction, realistic 
fiction, historical fiction, and biographies. 

3. Contemporary Realistic Fiction: This is a genre, or category, of literature. These 
fiction stories or problem novels use contemporary, or current, plots, themes, set
tings, and characters to depict the world as we know it. The storylines are familiar 
and realistic. They are essentially fictional stories that are “true to life” (Bucher & 
Manning 87) 

4. Cultural Authenticity: According to Short & Fox (2003), cultural authenticity gener
ally refers to the degree which a book reflects the “values, facts, and attitudes” (5) of 
a particular cultural group. Howard (1991) claims that an authentic book is one in 
which “readers from the culture will know that it is true” (p. 92) and “readers from 
another culture will feel that it is true” (92). Both Howard (1991) and Karem (2004) 
also note the importance of reader response in defining authenticity as the reader 
must accept and believe what is being represented. It is prudent to note that scholars 
have a difficult time agreeing on an established definition of cultural authenticity 
(Short & Fox, 2003). 

5. Membership: Membership is usually affiliated with racial, ethnic or cultural back
grounds. Nonmembers, persons who are not of a particular racial, ethnic or cultural 
background, are also referred to as outsiders; Members are referred to as insiders. In 
the literature, there is generally more debate concerning nonmembers, who are criti
cized for not being able to represent the “nuances of day to day living” (Bishop 43) of 
another culture; whereas, members are assumed to have access and knowledge of 
cultural codes that allow them to accurately represent themselves. 

6. Multicultural children’s literature: According to Bishop (1992), multicultural 
children’s literature consists of “literature by and about people who are members of 
groups considered to be outside the socio-political mainstream of the United States” 
(39). 

7. Perspectives: An ethnic, or insider, perspective is one in which the author and reader 
clearly know about the particular cultural group represented. In producing culturally 
authentic literature, Cai (2002) notes the importance of an insider perspective which 
is needed to truthfully reflect and evaluate “the reality of an ethnic culture” (41). He 
does suggests that one does not necessarily have to be a member to have an insider 
perspective. On the other hand, an outsider perspective denotes someone who does 
not have a “special sense of reality” (Cai 41) meaning he/she is obviously unknowl
edgeable about and unfamiliar with the lived experiences of that specific culture. 

8. Trade Books: These texts are literature-based books that employ authentic and natu
ral language instead of controlled vocabulary and syntax. They are in direct opposi
tion to basal readers or textbooks (NCREL, 2005). 
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Cai (2002) suggests that	 

multicultural literature is 

a means of achieving the 

goals of “diversity and	 

equity in education” (13).	 

He suggests that reading 

about diverse perspec

tives enhances	 

multicultural awareness 

which enables us to rec

ognize things like power	 

and privilege, which may 

otherwise be invisible to 

some people. 

The use or non-use of multicultural children’s 
literature affects all children. Klein (1998) posits that 
children of color may not view their color and culture 
as significant if they only look out into a world of all-
white faces; they need role models and positive 
representations which may increase their self-esteem 
and self-development. On the other hand, Anglo-

American children may 
view themselves to be 
superior due to the lack of 
exposure. Without any 
opportunities to observe 
diverse cultures and 
heritages, these Anglo-
American children may 
not be able to understand 
and respect differences 
and diversity. In the 
absence of culturally-
authentic representations, 
children may be exposed 
to racist and sexist 
attitudes, which can be 
perpetuated by books and 
other media (Leung,
2003). Over time, such 
pervasive images can 
distort their perceptions 
allowing stereotypes to 
become reality. In the 
absence of culturally 
authentic texts, Asian 
American students may 
continue to be stereotyped 

and neglected. Wills and Mehan note, “Women and 
people of color must be visible in specific historical 
events to be visible in history. Furthermore, they must 
appear as active participants, that is, social actors who 
made sense of their circumstances and orient their 
actions to others around them” (8). 

In many cases, however, multicultural texts are 
additions to classroom libraries and not necessarily 
the foci of classroom practice. For example, the Asian-
American experience is often relegated to Chinese 
New Year and/or lessons surrounding the California 
Gold Rush and transcontinental railroad; such prac
tices may promote tokenism (Banks, 2003). Also, the 

current practice of using these books for holidays may 
promote exoticism (Willis-Rivera & Meeker, 2002) as 
Asian-Americans are placed outside the common 
historical narrative (Wills & Mehan, 1996). Thus, the 
effective use of multicultural children’s literature, via 
employment of a critical lens, may better equip them 
to function in a pluralistic society (Leung, 2003). 

At the American Educational Research 
Association’s 2004 Annual Conference in San Diego, 
three recurring themes became prevalent in regards to 
research on Asian-American student populations. 
First, despite growing numbers, their existence 
continues to be nearly invisible. According to the U.S. 
Census (2002), there are an estimated 12 million 
Asian-Americans in the United States, or about 4 
percent of the total population. In addition, Asian-
Americans are one of the fastest growing groups in the 
nation. Over the last decade there was a 69 percent 
growth in that population, and their numbers are 
expected to reach 20 million by 2020. So, why aren’t 
they better represented in our mainstream culture? If 
addressed at all, Asian-American issues tend to be 
brushed under the larger umbrella of multiculturalism 
and diversity or even, urban education. 

Third, Asian-American students are in desperate 
need of positive role models and advocates, which 
includes teachers of color. Pang’s (1995) research 
suggests that Asian-Americans have lower levels of 
self-esteem than their counterparts. For Asian-
American youth, the consequences of not having role 
models and positive images to help counter pressures 
brought on prevailing stereotypes especially the model 
minority myth may include the following: high suicide 
attempt rates, low self-esteem, increase in drug and 
alcohol abuse, increase in promiscuity, etc. (Siu, 1996; 
Grunbaum, et.al, 2000; Lee, 2003). In reviewing 34 
studies of juvenile delinquency among Asian-Pacific 
Islanders published since 1970, Le (2002) found that 
Asian/Pacific Islanders are increasing their presence in 
the juvenile justice system whereas black and white 
youths are decreasing in their numbers. Le also 
suggests that contributing factors for gang affiliation 
and juvenile delinquency among Asian-Pacific 
Islanders are stresses related to assimilation and post
traumatic war syndrome especially among southeast 
Asian youth. In addition, Jenkins & Austin (as cited by 
Dowd, 1992) assert that books reflecting the diversity 
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If addressed at all, Asian-


American issues tend to 

be brushed under the 

larger umbrella of 

multiculturalism and

diversity or even urban

education. 

of the pan-Asian-American experience especially of 
Southeast Asian refugees and immigrants are lacking; 
so this particular ethnic group may be at more risk. 

Consequences of Under-Representation 

Because Asian-Americans are not adequately and/ 
or positively represented in the textbooks, literature, 
and other media images, they may be marginalized. 
Because of this, children may be denied the opportu
nity to read and learn about their native heritages. 
Due to the paucity of Asian-American trade books, 
children may also lack exposure to positive and 
realistic portrayals of Asian-Americans in life and in 
books; as a result, they may rely on gross stereotypes 
and superficial assumptions when making judgments 
about people and about themselves. There is evidence 
suggesting that Asian-Americans feel trapped by 
stereotypes and prevailing negative images and are 
thus, often misunderstood and/or ignored (Lee, 2003). 
These conceptions may even affect the adult lives of 
Asian-Americans. For example, Liang, Lee, and Ting 
(2002), in their study of Asian-Americans and glass 
ceilings, claim that as a result of Asian-Americans 
being stereotyped as passive, unassertive and docile, 
they are perceived to be lacking in leadership skills 
and thus, are denied positions of power. 

Such positioning and mis-representation may 
result in other unfavorable consequences. The follow
ing have been associated with the young Asian-
American community: high suicide attempt rates, low 
self-esteem, increase in drug and alcohol abuse, 
increase in promiscuity, high participation in gangs, 
etc. (Siu, 1996; Grunbaum, et.al, 2000; Lee, 2003). 
This may or may not be due to a lack of role models 
and positive images. However, the research does 
suggest the importance of role models especially for 
students of color (Keith & Keith, 1993; Finders, 1997; 
Sheets, 2001; Applied Research Center, 2002; Bell, 
2002; Baldwin, 2004; Montecinos, 2004). In order to 
give the Asian-American experience agency and power 
and to re-position Asian-Americans inside the com
mon American narrative (Wills & Mehan, 1996), 
teachers and students need access to culturally-
authentic texts. 

Thus, increasing the quantity and quality of 
Asian-American children’s literature may help to 
increase their visibility, counter prevailing stereotypes 
and provide positive images and role models. Accord

ing to Bishop (1992), multicultural literature is a
 
nd change.” In schools,
 
re, textbooks, etc. are used
 
and to produce and repro
bert, 2001). Unfortunately,
 
there is a scarcity of
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Given this scarcity,
 
students will continue to 
lack the necessary infor-

mation to understand 
diverse voices and thus, 
they may fail to bring 
marginalized groups of 
people into the “common 
narrative” (Wills & 
Mehan). Therefore, there 
is a real need to increase 
the quantity and quality of 
high-quality, culturally-
authentic Asian-Americans
trade books in classrooms. Lee (2003) writes, “stu
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American literature (B
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“Asian-American.” What Does It Mean? 
Understanding the Diversity 

It is important to address the term “Asian-
American,” which is complex and diverse. Encompass
ing diverse groups of people differing in culture, 
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The term “Asian-American” 
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and Vietnamese (Pang, 

1995). 

 

language, and belief 
systems, the term “Asian-
American” includes (but is 
not limited to) those from 
the following ethnic 
heritages: Cambodian, 
Chinese, East Indian, 
Filipino, Guamanian, 
Hawaiian, Hmong, 
Indonesian, Japanese, 
Korean, Laotian, Samoan, 
and Vietnamese (Pang, 
1995). According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau 
(2000), an Asian-American 
is “a U.S. citizen or 
resident having origins in 
any of the original peoples 
of the Far East, Southeast 
Asia, the Indian subconti
nent, or the Pacific Islands.” 

This diversity and 
erience may be a 
equately repre
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world mentality. To further complic
there are also differences between 
immigrant Asians as well 
as differences between generations 

However, the Asian-American i
similar than different. In addition to
physical traits, Asian-Americans sh
experience of assimilating and accu
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(1992) stresses the importance of n
ing differences between cultural gro

Cultural Authenticity 

Cultural authenticity looks at how accurately 
people of color are represented and/or portrayed in 

the text specific to their culture (Mikkelson, 1998; 
Higgins, 2002). Because cultural authenticity is 
influenced by power and perspective, a concrete 
definition is hard to operationalize. Different cultural 
groups have different criteria for cultural authenticity 
(Higgins, 2002). Whether or not a book is culturally 
authentic is often the subject of analytical discussions; 
however, what exactly is cultural authenticity is not 
clearly defined. Karem (2004) contends, “Reviewers 
from different aesthetic and ideological extremes have 
argued about what was authentic about a text or 
culture in their historical moment, but few of them 
have eschewed authenticity as a category of critical 
judgment” (6). The scarce use of cultural authenticity 
as a judgment criteria may be a result of an ambigu
ous understanding of cultural authenticity. For the 
most part, an authentic work illustrates one’s intimate 
familiarity with the nuances of a culture and that this 
may or may not be a result of one’s ethnicity (Yokota, 
1993). 

Much of the controversy that surrounds cultural 
authenticity deals with authorship. Nonmembers, 
usually Anglo-Americans writing about cultures and 
people outside of their cultural background are subject 
to the most criticism (Bishop, 1992). The general 
assumption, which is not accepted by all scholars, is 
that nonmembers, also referred to as outsiders, are 
unable to represent the “nuances of day to day living” 
(43) of another culture. Some scholars (Aoki, 1992; 
Mikkleson, 1998; Slapin & Seale, 1992) maintain that 
authentic books are only those written by members, 
also referred to as insiders, as they have access and 
knowledge of cultural codes that allow them to 
accurately represent themselves. However, other 
scholars (Barrera, Liguori & Salas, 1992; Howard, 
1991) acknowledge nonmembers who have researched 
and/or immersed themselves in another culture as 
being able to produce authentic books. In this sense, a 
culturally-authentic book is one in which the details 
truthfully represent the culture as determined by a 
member of that culture. 

The History of Asian-American 
Children’s YAL 

Children’s literature is playing a more important 
role in the educational and family trade books market 
as evidenced by its increasing numbers. In 1940, only 
984 books were published for children (Mendoza & 
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Lee (n.d.) of Lee & Low 

Books stated that only 

1.5% of all children’s 

books published in 1997 

were about Asians and/or

Asian-Americans. 

Reese, 2001). Today, the children’s book market 
publishes over 5000 books a year (Sautter, 2005), 
which suggests that there is a growing awareness of 
the power of these books. The two main influences for 
this increase are its use as a vehicle for helping 
children understand and cope with complex decisions 
and the renewed educational focus on authentic 
stories for literacy and language development (Ayala, 
1999). Because children’s literature is perceived to 
have an influential role in the socialization of children, 
representations or lack of representations of women 
and people of color in these books have come under 
closer scrutiny (Boutte, 2002). Unfortunately, there 
still remains an imbalance in the types of books being 
published and consumed. 

Compared to the number of children’s books 
published each year, multicultural trade books, 
although increasing, still only make up a small 
percentage of the market. For instance, out of 5000 
books published in the year 2002, only 91 were by and 
about Asian-Americans (Bucher & Manning, 2006). In 
addition, the number of multicultural books published 
is still not commensurate with current demographics 
(Higgins, 2002; Nilsson, 2005). For example, even 
though there are more than 12 million Asian-Ameri
cans in this country, only a small percentage of the 
children’s trade books published focus on this group; 
Lee (n.d.) of Lee & Low Books stated that only 1.5% 
of all children’s books published in 1997 were about 
Asians and/or Asian-Americans. Furthermore, of the 
few that are published, only a small percentage could 
be considered to be culturally authentic (Barrera, 
Liguori & Salas, 1992; Sims, 1982; Bishop, 1992; 
Higgins, 2002). Other studies conducted by scholars 
such as Cobb and Reimer (as cited by Klein, 1998) 
have produced the same results: (1) the number of 
multicultural children’s trade books are not commen
surate with the demographics and (2) children’s trade 
books have evidence of stereotyping (Ayala, 1999; 
Nilsson, 2005). In addition, Pace’s 1992 study (as cited 
by Boutte, 2002) noted that high school literature 
anthologies were not ethnically diverse. These studies 
support the notion that there are problems with 
representation, quantity and quality. 

Despite the increase in books written specifically 
for ethnic audiences and by ethnic writers, Anglo-
American perspectives still controlled and continue to 
control much of the publishing markets. As a result, 

people of color diverged fr
formed small presses and e
and awards for ethnic writ
(Lindgren, 1991). For exam
children’s literature began 

writing contests and 
publishing houses such as 
Lee & Low (Lindgren, 
1991). The majority of 
multicultural children’s 
books written from ethnic 
frames of reference 
continue to be from small, 
independent presses 
(Mendoza & Reese, 2001). 

First, most Asian
American children’s trade 
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dents put out by the 
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ers of English. She found

that Asian-Americans 

were the only ethnic 

group to decrease in

percentage of annotations 

from 1964 to 1995. 

and “model minority” caricatures. 
She also found that three characters 
rejected their Asian-American 
heritages and that only three stories 
contained mature and realistic 
characters. Louie felt that there 
weren’t enough Asian-American 
stories and too few that contained 
male characters. Klein’s study 
(1998) provides another example of 
the problem with representation. 
Over a period of 31 years, Klein 
(1998) studied the recommended 
reading lists for high school stu-
dents put out by the National 
Council of Teachers of English. She 
found that Asian-Americans were 
the only ethnic group to decrease in 
percentage of annotations from 
1964 to 1995. They were also the 
only ethnic group to still have the 
majority of the settings take place in 
another country and to not have 
their characters increase in importance. Although their 

, they weren’t necessarily 
mon roles for Asian-
 age,” “warrior,” “civilian 
 The roles that decreased 
mance,” and “self-
mmon story lines were 

similation. As a result of 
rs, teachers and publishing 
 produce higher quality 
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tion remains problematic, 
n children’s literature has 
da’s (1995) study of the 
s in picture books, she 
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80% of the books had 
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presented in the literature: 
 Filipinos and Vietnamese. 
 by Pankratz (as cited by 
w there have been positive 
Asian-Americans were 
ished; whereas, in 1990, 
e wealth and 75% were 

roles were less stereotypical
more varied. The most com
Americans were “coming of
in war,” and “professional.”
were “leader,” “culture,” “ro
sufficient” (27). The most co
those of immigration and as
studies such as these, autho
houses may be influenced to
and more authentic literatur

Even though representa
the quality of Asian-America
improved over time. In Hara
portrayal of Asian-American
found that 90% of the book
stereotypical portrayals and 
proactive characters. Harada
only five main groups are re
Chinese, Japanese, Koreans,
Similarly, a study conducted
Klein, 1998) also showed ho
changes over time. In 1980, 
mainly depicted as impover
25% of them were of averag

impoverished. She also found that 
in 1980, no Asian-Americans were 
depicted as main characters; in 
1990, 66.6% played major roles 
and 33.3% held minor roles. Klein
(1998) also cites another study 
examining the percentage of 
reference books with multicultural 
topics. Asian-Americans at first had 
no representation and then by 
volume 30, were listed 0.3%. This 
is good but it’s not good enough; 
Asian-Americans are still mis
represented and underrepresented 
in trade books. 

As evidenced by these studies, 
the 1990s saw an emergence of 
critical research and literature 
examining children’s literature for 
bias, stereotyping, etc. (Mendoza & 
Reese, 2001). They used primary 
sources for historical and cultural 
information, raising issues of 
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can writers 
er, these studies 
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ticity. In addition, Dowd (1992) cont
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minimized by mainstream presses; th
presses more often than not publish 
books. As such, these smaller presse
marketing capacities and recognition 
presses. 

Representations of Asian-Americans: 
Problematizing the Status Quo 

As aforementioned, Klein (1998) found that the
percentage of multicultural trade books on the 
recommended reading lists devised by the National 
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Aoki (1992) writes, “Asian 

Pacific American people 

have been separated from 

Asia and the Pacific by 

geography, culture, and 

history for more than 

seven generations. We 

have more than 150 years 

of history in America, yet 

where are we in the litera

ture?” (112-113). 

Council of Teachers of English has increased over a 
period of 31 years; however, she noted that the 
percentage of Asian-American trade books did not 
increase during this period. In addition, for all groups 
except for Asian-Americans, multicultural characters 
have increased in importance meaning Asian-Ameri
can characters have not played significant roles. A 
number of scholars observed that the Asian-American 
identity is often overlooked by dominant society as 
evidenced by its lack of representation in the main
stream literature (Cai, 2002). Aoki (1992) writes, 
“Asian Pacific American people have been separated 
from Asia and the Pacific by geography, culture, and 
history for more than seven generations. We have 
more than 150 years of history in America, yet where 
are we in the literature?” (112-113). With the growing 
Asian-American student population, there is a real 
necessity for books that represent this culture. It is 
important for all students and especially, Asian-
American students, to be exposed to positive, non-
stereotypical images of Asian-Americans. Furthermore, 
Asian-American students need to feel validation and 
pride for the contributions and achievements of other 
Asian-Americans. 

Why do Asian-Americans continue to be lost in 
the literature and school curriculums? Asian-Ameri
cans have experiences, people and histories that 
extend beyond Chinese New Year. 
The lack of adequate representa
tions of Asian-Americans is detri
mental to all of our students in 
that: (1) the proliferation of 
degrading stereotypes serve to 
dehumanize the history, lives and 
experiences of Asian-Americans 
which fosters racism and prejudice; 
and (2) the absence or silencing of 
insider perspectives marginalizes 
Asian-Americans which encourages 
cultural separatism (Willis-Rivera & 
Meeker, 2002). In this 
marginalization of Asian-Americans 
and other minorities from popular 
discourse, we may continue to 
replicate current systems of white, 
patriarchal hegemonic practices. 

Willis-Rivera and Meeker 
(2002) posit that multicultural 

children’s literature is written for “white” audiences: 
“These stories (of the literature in general) can often 
only be read ‘correctly’ from a standpoint of white
ness” (272). As a result, the white frame of reference 
is not only privileged but controls the position of the 
people of color in the text. As such, people of color are 
often acted upon instead of being able to control their 
own behaviors. Anglo-Americans are more often than 
not the implicit intended audience of these books. 
This has implications for how diversity is addressed 
and should be taught to students. These authors argue 
against framing multicultural literature in a way that 
positions readers of color as “other” or “exotic.” Such 
readings may give Anglo-American readers the 
appearance of diversity by allowing them to lessen 
their guilt; in other words, since they are reading these 
books about people of color, they can feel less guilty 
about white privilege. In order to counteract this, 
teachers need to 
explicitly discuss white privileging in these trade books. 

Historically, Anglo-Americans have had greater 
access to mainstream audiences as evidenced by book 
sales and book quantities. The recruitment of authors 
of color is important because authors of color have 
experienced various degrees of institutionalized 
racism. They do not have as much access to the 
publishing world as Anglo-Americans do. Bishop 

(1984) points out that the politics 
behind publishing deems what is 
accepted and what is not accepted. 
She notes the importance of the 
intended audience. Books about 
diversity told from an Anglo-
American perspective were more 
likely to get published. Thus, for 
whom books are intended matters 
in that reception determines 
production. 

It is not surprising that popular 
images in the media and literature 
perpetuate stereotypes. In regard to 
Asian-Americans, there are two 
dominating images, both of which 
serve to denigrate the Asian-
American identity. Lee’s (2003) 
study contended that Asian-
American students are impacted 
greatly by the stereotypes of the 
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found that even American-
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affiliation. 

perpetual foreigner and the model 
minority, both of which are rein-
forced by schools and reflected in 
the literature. As school curricu-
lums and libraries exclude the 
Asian-American experience, Asian-
Americans may adopt and internal-
ize prevailing notions which can 
negatively affect their academic 
performance and their social-
affective development. Lee (2003) 
found that even American-born 
Asian-Americans consider Anglo-
Americans to be the only authentic 
Americans thus, discounting their 
own identity affiliation. Believing 
themselves to be “foreign,” they 
may be less likely to participate in 
class, downplay physical traits by 
getting colored contacts, dying their 
hair or rejecting their names, 
languages and even other Asian-
American peers. 

The model minority theory, 
according to Lee (2003), has far 
worse implications than that of the 
perpetual foreigner. Seemingly 
positive, it is often not considered 
to be racist. Lee (2003) claims that 
the model minority theory denies 
that Asian-Americans continue to 
struggle against institutionalized racism and other 

 are denied access to pro-
ncourage and support 
 suggests that other minori-
ch is detrimental to other 
3). Asian-Americans do not 
cacy groups like African-
Americans. Over the past 
ups have established a body 
r more complex and multi-
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faceted representations. 
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are currently being used 
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theme (Cai, 1994). In any
is important to explore si
heritage culture. Since fo

orally, they still remain a vital part 
of the Asian-American experience. 
For example, Young’s (1995) Cat 
and Rat: The Legend of the Chinese 
Zodiac tells the story of how the 
animals were chosen to be part of 
the zodiac, a belief system to which 
many Asian-Americans still adhere. 
Interestingly, Reimer (1992) claims 
that children’s literature did not 
exist in Asian countries until the 
19th century. Therefore, having 
these stories in written form 
secures its preservation. However, 
when using folktales in
multicultural lessons, there is a 
caveat. Cai (1994) asserts that using
an overwhelming proportion of 
folktales can be misleading as 
students are distanced from the 
contemporary realities of the Asian-
American experience and the 
folktales, may unintentionally 
reinforce negative stereotypes. 
Thus, a substantive body of 
literature featuring the complexities 
of the Asian-American identity is
necessary.
 

In the absence of such a body

of high-quality and culturally-
authentic Asian-American 

an-Americans may be held 
are not only grossly misin
hic. Dowd (1992) notes some 
entations of Asian-Americans 
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Lee, & Heller, 2000), there are some obvious character
istics of the current body of Asian-American children’s 
literature. They include, but are not limited to: 
•	 Confucian ethical codes which include filial piety, 
•	 Idea of harmony, spirits, traditions, luck, and 

horoscopes, 
• Brotherhood among family, friends, colleagues, and 

neighbors leading toward mutual help, communal 
support, and collective wisdom, 

•	 Importance of honesty, hard work, selflessness, and 
sacrifice, 

•	 Importance of the arts and education, 
• Adjustment and assimilation to a new life encoun

tering feelings of isolation, loneliness, poverty, 
language barriers, and racial discrimination, 

•	 Need to belong to a desired group and obtain 
acceptance leading to feelings of ethnic ambiva
lence and confusion, 

•	 Quest for successes in the new world, 
•	 Depictions of historical and class relations between 

Asian immigrants and mainstream society, 
•	 Ancestral worship which includes loving, respect

ing, and honoring the dead, 
• Reverence for the elderly, 
•	 Conflicts between tradition and pop or contempo

rary culture which may result in rebellion against 
parental and/or cultural constraints. 

Many of these characteristics seem to align with what 
is known about various Asian cultures. As Asian-
Americans do share certain cultural values and mores 
that are tied to an Asian culture, it is important for the 
literature to reflect these traditions and customs. But it 
is equally as important for the literature to depict 
contemporary experiences that speak to being both 
Asian and American. Again, a substantive body of 
literature is needed. 

Cultural Authenticity and Cultural 
Membership 

Using Bishop’s (1984) definition of a culturally-
specific book, a culturally-authentic Asian-American 
text describes the realistic experiences of its members 
and/or outlines relevant historical episodes as seen 
through the eyes of an Asian-American. Bishop (1984) 
further claims that such books must detail “the 
specifics of daily living that will be recognizable to 
members of the group” (44). In other words, the text 

must reflect an emic, or insider perspective. Bishop’s 
(1984) research raises the questions as to whether one 
can produce a “recognizable” text and not be a 
member? 

The research literature addresses insider and 
outsider perspectives, with debates about whether a 
person who is not a member of the cultural groups 
can authentically write about that culture (Bishop, 
1992). Writing outside one’s gender does not seem to 
be as controversial as race and ethnicity, which seems 
to suggest that issues of power and perspective, as 
exposed by critical literacy, play substantial roles in 
determining cultural authenticity. Critical theorists 
believe that members of minority groups tend to not 
have central control over the production of images of 
themselves (Morgan, 1997). The largest and most 
prestigious publishing houses are managed by Anglo-
Americans who dominate the decision-making 
process. According to Mendoza and Reese (2001), “. . . 

bias and cultural misinformation are present in children’s 
literature in part because people outside the mainstream 
are not the ones creating the images; members of the domi
nant culture are creating representations based on their own 
mistaken assumptions of what the ‘others’ are like” (33). 
Thus, insider perspectives are necessary in order to ensure 
cultural authenticity. 

Yin (2000) presupposes that authentic Asian-
American texts written from an insider perspective are 
more sensitive to the Asian-American experience. Cai 
(2002) promotes the importance of an ethnic perspec
tive in that authors must “grasp the perspective of that 
culture in order to provide culturally authentic 
literature for the readers . . . this perspective is 
reflected in culturally specific ways of living, believing 
and behaving” (41). There is also an issue of cultural 
theft; Thelma Seto, a Japanese-American writer and 
poet, writes (as cited by Klein, 1998) states, “. . . it is 
morally wrong for Euro-American writers to ‘steal’ 
from other cultures in order to jump on the 
multicultural bandwagon, unless they have direct, 
personal experience in the country where that culture 
originates . . .” (4). In addition, Phoebe Yeh, Asian-
American book editor and author (as cited by Klein, 
1998), writes, “We expect all writers to approach their 
work with scholarship and authenticity. If they are 
writing in a culture that is not their own, they simply 
have to work harder to achieve an ethnic voice” (4). 
As such, I argue that perspective is more important 
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than skin color in that the two terms may not neces
sarily be synonymous as is generally assumed. 

Some research suggests that the issue is less about 
the ethnic identity of the author and more about their 
research. For example, Linda Sue Park, a member, 

provides another example 
of the importance of 
research in obtaining an 
insider perspective. Park, 
winner of the 2002 
Newbery Medal, credits her 
research abilities and not 
her Korean roots in her 
authorship of A Single
Shard, (Johnson & Giorgis, 
2002/2003). Howard (1991) 
strongly asserts that one 
must be of a particular 
culture in order to write an 
authentic book reflecting 
that culture; however, in 
the same paragraph, she 
praises the authentic work 
of Jean Fritz, a non-
member who has written 
extensively about China. 
Howard writes, “Jean Fritz 
is Chinese. If she isn’t, 
she’s pretty close. Jean Fritz 
grew up in China, knows 

Chinese people well, and she wrote about herself in 
China” (93). Howard claims that Fritz’s immersion 
into the culture gave her access to an insider perspec
tive as well as membership into that culture. Gates (as 
cited in Bishop, 1992) states, “No human culture is 
inaccessible to someone who makes the effort to 
understand, to learn, to inhabit another world” (41 ). 
Research and access appear to be the keys. Writers 
need access into cultures to produce cultural authen
ticity; teachers and students need access to literature 
in order to practice cultural appreciation and under
standing. 

In examining what is available, the fact is there 
are examples of high quality, culturally authentic 
Asian-American literature that are written by non
members and that there are members who write 
inauthentic literature. For publishers, the question is: 
What should take precedence: an author’s race/ 

ethnicity or an author’s research and scrutiny? Lee 
(n.d), of Lee & Low Publishing house, states, “The 
ethnicity of the authors and artists is an important 
factor, but by no means do we feel it is a requirement” 
(14). Skin color, or racial identity does not automati
cally qualify work as authentic. Both members and 
nonmembers need to research their topics and 
immerse themselves in the culture of which they are 
writing. The objective is to increase the amount of 
high-quality, culturally-authentic Asian-American 
children’s literature. By invalidating the work of 
nonmembers, we may be unnecessarily decreasing the 
number of available resources and subverting the need 
for high quality books in this genre. The underlying 
issue is whether or not the ethnicity or race of the 
author affects the text. In outlining definitions of high 
quality multicultural literature, rarely is the race of the 
author identified, which seems to suggest that skin 
color may not play a significant role in the quality of 
the text. However, one’s culture and personal experi
ences do add to the content and quality of the text. 

Reimer (1992) states that the majority of Asian-
American literature is not written by Asian-Americans. 
Ford (as cited by Mosely, 1997) contends that non
members write books for other cultures because there 
aren’t enough minority writers. The question that begs 
to be answered at this point is: Why aren’t Asian-
Americans writing about Asian-Americans? Allen Say 
(1991), a popular and well-respected Asian-American 
author and illustrator, initially did not contribute to 
the genre of Asian-American literature. He states, “I 
wanted to shine as a nondenominational artist and be 
recognized for my abilities and not for my cultural 
heritage (45).” He goes on to state that he denied his 
heritage because of his fears of being stereotyped. 
However, as he became more established, writing and 
illustrating became a medium for connecting with his 
cultural roots. In today’s diverse world, stereotypes 
can only be broken if we actively challenge and 
question them. 

Reimer (1992) does note, however, that there has 
been an increase in Asian-American authors writing 
about their own assimilation experiences such as Yep’s 
(1991) autobiography, The Lost Garden, and Lord’s 
(1984) semi-autobiographical, fictional account, In the 
Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson. Because of the 
positive influence books can have on the attitudes and 
self-images of our student populations, Asian-Ameri
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cans have a social responsibility to share their own 
stories as well as the stories of other Asian-Americans. 
Regardless of whether or not an author chooses to 
write about Asian-Americans, authors have a responsi
bility to produce culturally authentic texts. Howard 
(1991) states, “the purpose of authentic multicultural 
literature is to help liberate us from all the precon
ceived stereotypical hang-ups that imprison us within 
narrow boundaries” (91-92). There is a social respon
sibility tied to cultural authenticity. 

To further complicate the matter, cultural authen
ticity is “conceptually unstable” (Karem 4) in that it is 
subject to change and interpretation and is constantly 
being mediated by power and perspective. Karem 
(2004) writes, “. . . intense political and economic 
interests determined which aspects of [the work of 
ethnic writers] would be deemed authentic, not only 
constraining what they could publish but also shaping 
how their works were received and interpreted” (3). 
Mosely (1997) further explicates this issue of recep
tion: Readers tend to trust authors who belong to the 
same culture as them. How members and nonmem
bers respond to text is important. To what extent are 
the responses shaped by ethnic identities? Copenhaver 
(1999) writes, “It makes sense to us that responses 
should be shaped by each reader’s background, 
including her cultural background” (p.). Enciso (1994) 
showed how some readers might resist or reject a text 
that does not reflect their cultural expectations. 
Members use their cultural expectations to detect 
violations and inaccurancies (Galda & Beach, 2001). 
Knowing about the readers’ background is valuable 
since it influences their response to their reading. 

Models for Assessing Cultural 
Authenticity 

Willis-Rivera and Meeker (2002) contend that 
teachers do not include multicultural literature in their 
classrooms for fear of giving the wrong message. Not 
being a member of the group, some teachers fear 
offending others and/or inadvertently selecting and 
sharing inappropriate books. As a result, classroom 
libraries may have an absence of culturally-authentic 
materials or worse, trade books consisting of negative 
representations. Bishop (1992) writes, “because of the 
limited quantity of multicultural literature available, 
there may be a tendency to accept poor literary quality 

just to have something in 
the classroom or library” 
(48). Examining the 
cultural authenticity of 
children’s texts is impor
tant because these texts 
can serve as powerful tools 
for change; however, the 
problem is that teachers do 
not know how to assess 
cultural authenticity. 
Bishop (1992) states, 
“Feeling a lack of knowl
edge about cultural groups 
other than their own, they 
worry whether they can 
detect authenticity or its 
lack” (43). 

Without heuristics, 
teachers may not have the 
available knowledge to 
detect cultural authentic
ity. Mendoza & Reese 
(2001) state, “Limited 
availability of criticism 
that addresses accuracy, 
authenticity, and related problems often leads to a 
major pitfall for teachers seeking multicultural books” 
(11). They cite the following as pitfalls for teaching 
multicultural books: (1) the assumption that a book is 
multicultural and worthwhile if is has diverse people 
and/or is critically acclaimed, (2) the assumption that 
a single book about a group can adequately portray 
that group’s experience, (3) the assumption that good 
quality books can be found in libraries and bookstores 
as such books are often times not readily available or 
easily accessible, and (4) teachers may feel over
whelmed by the prospect of finding and evaluating 
books. 

The process of selecting multicultural books can 
be overwhelming. Left to their own devices, consum
ers of multicultural children’s literature may rely on a 
lens which has been influenced by their own biased 
schooling and which may be devoid of insight into 
their own racial identity development (Mendoza & 
Reese, 2001). Mendoza & Reese (2001) state, “Reliable, 
in-depth background information about the diverse 
groups and cultures in the United States is essential to 
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evaluating multicultural children’s literature” (27). 
Consumers need to have knowledge of cultural 
markers, indicators that the story is about a particular 
culture. The reality is that teachers and parents may 
not have the time needed to increase their cultural 
knowledge bases; thus, a reliable tool may be benefi
cial. Dowd (1992) contends, “The first consideration 
in critically evaluating a multicultural title is that it 
should meet the same requirements of any piece of 
high quality literature” (221). Similarly, Rosenblatt (as 
cited by DeKay, 1996) also notes how linguistic 
elements contribute to the quality of literature. 
Examining cultural authenticity includes literary merit. 

1980, the Council on Interracial Children’s Books 
published “Guidelines for Selecting Bias-Free Text
books and Storybooks” which is most cited for 
assessing the cultural authenticity of multicultural 
texts). They offer the following ten guidelines as a 
starting point in evaluating children’s books for racism 
and sexism (Council, n.d): 
1. Check the illustrations.
 
2. Check the story line.
 
3. Look at the lifestyles.
 
4. Weigh the relationships between people.
 
5. Note the heroes.
 
6. Consider the effect on a child’s self-image.
 
7. Consider the author’s or illustrator’s background.
 
8. Check out the author’s perspective.
 
9. Watch for loaded words.
 

10. Look at the copyright date.
 
Aoki (1992) also offers a set of criteria established by
 
the Asian American Children’s Book Project Commit
tee. It claims that culturally-authentic books:
 
•	 Should reflect the realities and ways of Asian-

Americans. 
•	 Should transcend stereotypes. 
•	 Should seek to rectify historical distortions and 

omissions. 
•	 Should avoid the “model minority and “super” 

minority syndromes which uses the positive 
experiences of Asian-Americans to denigrate other 
racial and ethnic minorities. 

•	 Should reflect an awareness of the changing status 
of women in society. 

•	 Should contain art and photos which accurately re
flect the racial diversity of Asian Pacific Americans. 

Others have continued to create assessment 
models over the years: Temple, Martinez, Yokota and 

Naylor (1998); Sadker, Sadker and Long (1993); Dowd 
(1992); Pang, Colvin, Tran, and Barba (1992); and 
Higgins (2002). State departments of public instruction 
have created evaluative tools, as well, such as The 
Washington Office of the State Superintendent of 
Public Instruction (1996), which developed a model 
for evaluating bias content in instructional materials. 
They created a list of common stereotypes and 
alternatives. They indicated the following categories of 
bias found in text: ethnic, sexual, biased language, 
omission or exclusion, and perspective 

The main caveat seems to be attributing charac
teristics and traits to an entire group without consider
ing individuals and the multiplicity of culture and 
ethnicity even though there are consistencies among 
cultural groups. No one image is enough to create 
stereotypes; but, pervasive images do which are then 
reinforced by culture and/or society. 

Although these frameworks begin to delve into 
cultural authenticity, they may generate more ques
tions than answers. For example, if the teacher is 
asked to determine whether the text reflects the reality 
of Asian-Americans, how is the teacher to know 
unless they are an insider and/or familiar with the 
Asian-American experience? It seems to me that an 
insider perspective is required to figure out some of 
these issues. For example, what are “the realities and 
ways of Asian-Americans”? When evaluating cultural 
authenticity, a tool needs to be developed that speaks 
to both members and nonmembers. 

Nevertheless, These models or guidelines have 
been extremely helpful in limiting and even decreasing 
the offensive stereotypes present in trade books as 
evidenced in the representations in contemporary 
books. However, such models are only tools. DeKay 
(1996) writes, “. . . judgments of esthetic quality or 
value are not subject to clearly discernible, objective 
criteria” (8). Boutte (2002) notes that guidelines 
should be used as such and not as a strict evaluation 
of books. Consumers must actively employ a critical 
lens when selecting and using multicultural trade books. 
Dowd (1992) states the importance of engaging in 
literature-related activities and in becoming knowl
edgeable. 

What Remains to be Done 

Although these models push for critical investiga
tions of multicultural trade books, they are too broad 
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to address the Asian-American experience. There is a 
need for a reliable and research-based tool that is 
germane to Asian-American children’s literature. 
Inauthentic books continue to be published and 
circulated because teachers and other consumers may 
not have the tools to assess cultural authenticity. If 

such books continue to be circulated, then the 
authentic books will continue to go unrecognized. It is 
also important to note that one authentic book is not 
enough; we need a substantive collection (Higgins, 
2002; Washington Office, 1996). 

Interview with Cynthia Kadohata 

Q: Would you describe yourself as a 
writer of multicultural or Asian-
American children’s trade books? 

A: My books are about multicultural 
characters. I don’t know whether I 
would describe myself that way, 
though it’s accurate. I just think of 
myself as a writer writing about 
topics that call to me or that I feel 
compelled to write about. 

Q: You write about a lot of Asian-American themes. 
How do you obtain your knowledge base? 

A: Mostly from being Asian-American and talking to 
other Asian-Americans. For Weedflower, I did 
research and interviewed people. I obtained 
knowledge through research and through talking to 
former internees of Poston and through just being 
of Japanese heritage. I do have to read a lot about 
the people and places I’m writing about. Yet in the 
end it all comes down to how well I’m able to 
understand the characters and their story. Even 
with all the research and interviews finished, if I 
can’t get in the heads of the characters, the book 
won’t work. 

Q: How do you come up with so many authentic 
details? 

A: Some of them are from my life, some of them 
made-up. Some from research. For Kira-Kira, I was 
going to write a lot about swamps, so I ended up 
doing a lot of research about it but then I hardly 
used any. There’s only a small bit about swamps in 

the book. In Weedflower, I had a 
long scene about a bus trip. I joined 
a Greyhound bus yahoo list and 
asked all these questions about 
buses during the late thirties and 
early forties, and I corresponded at 
length with some of these guys 
about buses. My editor really liked 
this section at first but then ended 
up cutting it. 

Q: What do you think about the current 
representations of Asian-Americans in children’s 
trade books? 

A: To tell the truth, I haven’t read that many. Since 
adopting mt son, Sammy, I haven’t read much 
unless it was helpful to something I was writing. 
For instance, for my upcoming book about Vietnam 
war dogs, I did re-read The Call of the Wild and 
Lassie Come-Home because they have prolonged 
sections without human POVs. I read Animals in 
Translation and some other books about animals or 
dogs. 

The first book about Asian Americans I 
remember reading was in college when we were 
asked to read Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman 
Warrior, which I think everybody who took an 
ethnic studies class had to read. They probably still 
do. We also read Farewell to Manzanar as well. I 
can’t think of another book by an Asian-American 
writer that I read before. There just weren’t any. I 
mean there might have been some but not very many. 
Today in children’s books, there are a number of 
people I can think of offhand—Linda Sue Park and 
An Na come to mind most readily, of course. 
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Q: So, how authentically do you think Asian-American 
customs, traditions, food, etc. are portrayed in 
these books? 

A: I think authors today tend to make a tremendous 
effort to portray people authentically. 

Q: Describe the journey that led you to write and 
publish Asian-American children’s literature. What 
were some challenges? 

A: Just that everyone told me it was an impossibility 
to write about Asians at all. I think the challenge 
was that there were so few Asian-American writers 
to emulate when I started out, but that was in 
grown-up books. I didn’t want to emulate, but to 
make people believe that we can do it. That was 
the hard thing: convincing people you can write 
about Asian Americans. I feel I have to qualify 
everything I say, because I’m of two minds about 
all this. Though your home base has to be your 
ethnicity, one of the challenges is that sometimes 
you want to write about other things too. Today’s 
writers can write about anything they want, but I 
think yesterday’s writers felt like stories had to 
based on their ethnicities. I do think that your 
ethnicity is your home. For me, our being Japanese 
shaped my family’s life profoundly. How can you 
not have that be the base of who you are and what 
you are writing about? So even if I write about 
other things, I still think my ethnicity is one of my 
homes. It’s not my only home but it’s certainly one 
of them. 

What drives me crazy is that there are 
misconceptions about who and what you are if 
you’re a person of color. In one workshop I took, 
someone said that some of my characters didn’t act 
Japanese enough and I said, “What do you mean?” 
As I recall, she commented on their diet, and I said 
that they were traveling on the road and they’re not 
going to be eating sushi on the road. And I had a 
teacher who once said I couldn’t write an entire 
book with only Japanese as the main characters. 
He said I had to have them confront whites 
because ultimately any book about people of 
Japanese ancestry living in America had to be 
about what happens when they encounter whites. 
That also annoyed me. 

Q: Why did you choose to write about Asian-Ameri
cans? 

A: I don’t think it was a choice. It was so natural. It 
was a compulsion. 

Q: Do you write about other groups? 

A: Well, I’m writing about the Vietnamese indigenous 
people called the Montagnards, but they’re still 
Asian, though not American. There are other things 
that I am interested in and I can imagine writing 
about them. I do have a major Caucasian character 
in my Vietnam book, though the star of the book is 
a dog. 

Q: What does it mean to write or publish a culturally 
authentic text? 

A: I would think it has to be based on fact, unless you 
are writing fantasy. And it has to capture the 
nuances. That may be the hard part. 

Q: To what extent, if any, do you think one’s ethnic 
background plays in regard to cultural authenticity? 

A: There are a lot of little things about manners or 
whatever that you learn in a different way when 
you’re Asian. There are little thoughts you have in 
your head about, whatever, being spit at as I once 
was by a man yelling out “Bomb the Japanese.” 
You kind of have to experience that to know what it 
feels like. You have to feel yourself getting hot with 
anger to understand it. To me, the thing about a 
white person writing from an Asian point of view is 
that they don’t have that feeling; they don’t know 
that feeling because they haven’t experienced it. 
But I do think they could find that feeling through 
research and empathy. 

Q: So, do you think nonmembers can write about 
Asian-Americans? 

A: Yes, I do. I recently looked at the statistics about 
people of color writing children’s books. The 
statistics are compiled by the Cooperative 
Children’s Book Center. Asian Americans have 
made some big strides, while Native Americans and 
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African Americans have not. But there are many 
Caucasians writing about people of color across the 
board for the statistics up through 2005. I haven’t 
read any of these books but they do make me 
wonder whether editors are trying hard enough in 
general to find writers of color. At the same time, I 
strongly believe that writers should attempt to write 
about people and subjects they feel compelled to 
write about. More qualifications! I’m of two minds 
about it. It bothers me, and yet I do passionately 
believe in artistic freedom. 

Q: Do we have a problem with quantity? 

A: Yes, yes, yes. The percentages of books by people 
of color is well below their percentages in the 
population. The percentage of Asian authors is low, 
though the number of books with Asian characters 
doesn’t seem to be low. In other words, if you 
count books written by Caucasians, then the 
number of books with Asian characters seems to be 

commensurate with their percentage in the popula
tion—if I understand the statistics correctly. 

Q: Do we have a problem with quality? 

A: I don’t know—I think an editor would know better. 
And I actually think it’s good to have a realistic 
depiction of history in books, so if a white writer is 
compelled to write about subject matter that 
includes people of color, I applaud that. On the 
other hand, if you find a book and think it’s 
inauthentic, it seems to me that needs to be 
challenged. That’s hard, because you have to keep 
in mind that there’s a lot of diversity within each 
ethnic group. I don’t think one person can speak 
for an entire ethnic group. There are a lot of thin 
lines! But I can say absolutely that I wish more 
children’s books BY people of color were published. 
When—as if the case—a lot more books ABOUT 
Native Americans are written than BY Native 
Americans, that strikes me as problematical. 

Virginia S. Loh is a doctoral candidate at USD-SDSU, an 
adjunct professor at USD and NU, an elementary school 
teacher and a published author. Her debut book is The 
Jade Dragon (Candlewick Press, October 2006). Her main 
research interests are Asian-American student populations 
and multicultural children’s literature. 
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Angela Johnson: 
Award-winning Novels and the Search for Self 

Kaavonia M. Hinton-Johnson and Angela Johnson
 

I t was over a decade ago when Rudine Sims Bishop 
(1992) prophetically dubbed Angela Johnson as 
possibly one of “the most prominent African-
erican literary artists of the next generation” (616). 

 the time she had four picture books to her credit, 
 following year she would publish her debut 
adult novel, Toning the Sweep. From there, a 
r of other award-winners would follow and the 
 young adult books would increase to eleven 
unting. To date, Johnson has three Coretta Scott 
wards, a Michael L. Printz award, and the 
s Grant” on her list of accolades. Here, I wish 
 closely at the search for self in three of 
n’s award-winners: Toning the Sweep (1993), 
 (1998), and The First Part Last (2003). 
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Finding Self in Others 

Readers, adult and young adult alike, readily 
embraced Emily, the protagonist of Toning the Sweep, 
Johnson’s first novel. Emily and her mother, Diane, 
have come to Little Rock, California to help Ola, who 
is dying of cancer, pack up her things and move to 
Ohio with them. This is a pivotal summer for all 
involved, but especially for Emily. While trying to 
make sense of Ola’s fatal illness and what it will 
mean, Emily discovers how she is connected to Ola 
and to other key members of her family. It is through 
story that Emily peels back the layers of herself, 
exposing complex relationships, traditions, and a 
strong sense of self. Emily uses the video camera to 
record the stories she hopes will document her 
grandmother’s existence. 
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Interview 

KH: The search for self seems to be a recurring 
theme in your young adult novels. What’s the 
message you hope to leave with young readers? 

AJ: I never consciously believe when I am writing 
that I am imparting any messages to my readers. 
The characters are so personal to me it seems I 
imbibe them with all that I remember about my 
feelings at that age. And truly, understanding self
and standing alone when I had to was very 
important to me as a teen 

KH: What kinds of responses do you receive from 
readers of your young adult books? 

AJ: I had never really thought about reader response 
to my books that much until The First Part Last 
was released. Kids tend to be very polite about 
what they think about a book. But I know if it 
doesn’t hit them the first three pages, they don’t 
want to read it—unless forced. But they don’t 
tend to tell me that. 

Heaven is a quiet book that has a few die
hard fans, but I know that a lot of kids find it too 
introspective for them. 

KH: The First Part Last is a prequel to Heaven. Why 
did you feel the need to tell Bobby’s story? Will 
you add to this series? 
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AJ: I was asked to write a prequel to Heaven. My 
editor thought the response to Bobby was 
amazing as a care taking African American teen 
father he thought everyone wanted to know 
more about him. At first—I didn’t think so. But 
with a bit of inspiration, I agreed. 

The First Part Last is unique in that it’s the 
first of my books with an extremely positive 
young male reader response. That got my 
attention as we all worry about our young men 
reading. Interestingly enough there were a large 
amount of young women who were upset that 
the grandmother in the book was not raising her 
son’s child. I found that fascinating. It made for 
some very good discussions. 

There may be a third companion to Heaven 
and The First Part Last. 

KH: Will any new novels, short stories, or picture 
books be released soon? 

AJ: I believe I have a picture book—Wind Flyers— 
coming out in the winter illustrated by Loren 
Long. It’s beautiful . . . . 

And if I work hard and concentrate, maybe 
I can get my focus back on novels. 

The question becomes: 

Can her identity remain	 

intact if her family isn’t? 

Biological mother Chris-

tine is dead and her father

Jack is unstable, so where	

does this leave Marley? 

Can her identity rest	 

within a family structure	 

that differs from what 

Marley has been condi

tioned to believe is ideal? 

Sally Hirt, the owner of a local store, tells the 
most revealing story, helping Emily understand the 
devastation her mother must have felt after discover
ing her father’s dead body in the woods. She was only 
fourteen years old at the time. Immediately after the 
hate crime, Ola took her daughter out of the south, 
altering their relationship forever. Hearing this in
creases Emily’s curiosity about her family. 

Looking through her grandfather’s old things 
brings her closer to him, providing a part of herself 

she had no idea was 
missing. Before long she 
decides she must employ 
an African tradition— 
toning the sweep— in 
order to help the family 
reconcile her grandfather’s 
death. Toning the sweep 
involves striking a plow to 
release a resounding ring 
thought to aid a love one’s 
journey from life to death. 
It is not until Emily’s 
mother informs her that 
she and her father toned 
the sweep for his mother 
that she realizes that the 
tradition actually belongs 
to her. Once Emily and her 
mother tone the sweep, 
they go to the party given 
for Ola, who will soon die. 
While Emily knows they 
will tone the sweep for her 

	 

 

some day, she also knows Ola will remain a part of 
who she is as her grandfather has done. 

Discovering Self 

Heaven, which earned Johnson a second Coretta 
Scott King author award, offers the story of Marley, a 
fourteen-year-old who discovers she is adopted. In the 
beginning, Marley makes it clear that she knows who 
she is and is pleased with who she is becoming. Her 
sense of her own identity remains firm until a letter 
confirming her adoption devastates and angers her, 
calling everything she thought she knew about herself 
into question. Throughout the rest of the novel, she 

grapples with notions of her own self-perceived 
identity. Having defined herself in large part in relation 
to her position in the family, Marley becomes preoccu
pied with exploring the concept of the family unit. The 
question becomes: Can her identity remain intact if 
her family isn’t? Biological mother Christine is dead 
and her father Jack is unstable, so where does this 
leave Marley? Can her identity rest within a family 
structure that differs from what Marley has been 
conditioned to believe is ideal? In order for Marley to 
answer these questions and feel affirmed, she must 
prove to herself that a search for identity is not 
necessary because her family structure is a legitimate 
one. She does this by exploring the family structures 
in her community and discovering that the one 
seemingly ideal family is possibly dysfunctional and 
has definitely produced a daughter who has no real 
understanding of who she is. It is the single parent 
home of Bobby Morris and her relationship with her 

THE ALAN REVIEW Fall 2006 



i63_65_TAR_Fall06 9/27/06, 1:42 PM65

65 

In her acceptance speech 

for the Printz award, she 

said Bobby told her “I’m a

young teenage father. The 

world sees me as just 

another black boy who’s

got a baby. I want to be a 

man, a father.” 

adopted parents that finally leaves Marley certain that 
family are “. . . the people who have always been 
there for you . . . .” (Johnson 99) 

Constructing Self 

In 2003, Johnson published The First Part Last, 
the prequel to Heaven. While on the cusp of man
hood, Bobby Morris learns he will be a teen father. 
Initially, he and his girlfriend Nia decide to put the 
baby up for adoption. But when Nia unexpectedly 
slips into a coma, Bobby decides he wants to raise his 
daughter himself. To Bobby, this action will decide if 
he will remain a boy or develop into a man. Since Just 
Frank spends his mornings drinking beer and standing 
on corners, Bobby believes he is a bum who has no 
right to ask him if he is “being a ‘man,’” yet the 
answer to Just Frank’s question plagues him (Johnson 
7). “Being a ‘man’” is a slippery concept that has little 
to do with masculinity. Identity is socially constructed 
and constantly changing (King, 1997). When Just 
Frank is killed trying to protect a girl in danger, it us 
this act that Bobby is challenged to reconsider Just 
Frank’s manhood and to wonder what type of self he 
will become. 

Having earned a Coretta Scott King author award 
and a Michael L. Printz award, Johnson was invited to 
speak at the American Library Association conference 
in 2004. In her acceptance speech for the Printz 
award, she said Bobby told her “I’m a young teenage 
father. The world sees me as just another black boy 
who’s got a baby. I want to be a man, a father.” Unlike 
the protagonist in the two novels above, Bobby fears 
his identity is “always already identified” by society 
because he is a black male teen father (Mostern 1999, 
p.4). Despite Bobby’s numerous shortcomings, 
throughout the novel and in Heaven it is clear that he 
is constantly striving to mold himself into the type of 
black man he can be proud of. 

Conclusion 

In a recent interview with Richard Jackson, 
Johnson’s first editor, I asked him why he encouraged 

Johnson to begin writing 
young adult literature 
during a time when she 
had little interest in doing 
so (Hinton, 2006). “I knew 
she could do it. It was 
important for literature. 
She was such an extraordi
nary writer who is a poet, 
so I thought older children 
should be able to read her 
words and get her sense of 
what it’s like to grow up in 
this country,” he said. 
Jackson is right. In the 
novels discussed here, 
Johnson is at her best, providing readers wit
glimpse of what coming-into-self is like duri
adulthood. 
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Rough Flight: 
Boys Fleeing the Feminine in Young Adult Literature 

Soofia Khan and Patricia Wachholz
 

When Governor Arnold 

Schwarzenegger admon

ishes Republican oppo

nents as “economic girlie 

men,” (2004 Republican 

National Convention) he 

reminds us that the 

threat to men, not only 

boys, of being labeled 

feminine is vividly illus

trated in our political as 

well as social culture. 

F rom Catcher in the Rye to Hatchet to Harry 
Potter, many young adult novels focus on the 
coming of age stories of male protagonists. 

Numerous books and articles have been written, 
mostly in the last fifteen years, about representations 
of masculinity in young adult literature. For example, 
Hollindale (1988) discusses the patriarchal ideology 
inherent in many novels, while Stephens (2002), as 
well as Bereska (2003), address boys’ gender con
structs in children’s literature. Scholars centering their 
attention on boys and the literary constructions of 
masculinity seem to agree that 
masculinity and manhood are 
traditionally defined by one’s 
toughness, individuality, strength, 
and emotional reserve (Stephens, 
2002; Connell, 2000; Pennell, 
2002). While masculinity is not 
static—our definitions throughout 
history tend to shift—traditional 
ideas of masculinity remain 
entrenched in our literature, our 
media, and in our world. Though 
Nodelman (2002) notices how 
many young adult novels focus on 
the main protagonist, a young boy, 
“seeing through the conventional 
constructions of masculinity and 
learning to be more sensitive or 
more loving . . . or less caught up 
in the pleasures of aggressive 
bullying,” (11), few novels chal
lenge the conventional construc-

tions of masculinity. Instead, many young adult novels 
show how boys learn to navigate within these con
structions in order to ‘come of age.’ In novels such as 
Louis Sachar’s Holes (1998), Robert Cormier’s The 
Chocolate War (1974), and William Golding’s Lord of 
the Flies (1954), boys must accept the conventional 
constructions of masculinity and learn to master 
socially acceptable forms of male power. For the 
characters in these novels, masculinity, and essentially 
manhood, becomes what Kimmel (2004) calls a 
“relentless test” and a renunciation of the feminine 

(185). Moreover, Kimmel notes that 
the hegemonic, traditional definition 
of manhood is a “man in power, a 
man with power, and a man of 
power” (184). In fact, Kimmel 
claims, “We equate manhood with 
being strong, successful, capable, 
reliable, in control” (184). 

The importance of this defini
tion of masculinity is that it relies on 
the underlying assumption that 
being a man means being unlike a 
woman. Kimmel (2004) writes at 
length about the idea of masculinity 
as the “flight from the feminine” 
(185). In order to attain power—that 
is, to become masculine—Kimmel 
argues that boys must renounce the 
feminine influences around them 
and within themselves (186). When 
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger 
admonishes Republican opponents 
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More importantly, 

Stanley figuratively 

climbs into young man-

hood by claiming agency

and taking action. 

Throughout the story, 

Stanley’s transformative

acts move him from a 

soft, feminized boy to-

wards a more mature

young man.

as “economic girlie men,” (2004 Republican National 
Convention) he reminds us that the threat to men, not 
only boys, of being labeled feminine is vividly illus
trated in our political as well as social culture. 
Reynaud (2004) adds to Kimmel’s argument stating 
that in order to be fully masculine, man must establish 
dominance over and, metaphorically, kill off his 
feminine impulses and influences (144). Therefore, 
masculinity and manhood in these novels are defined 
by what they are not—soft, feminine. Thus, the 
portrayal of a boy coming of age, or at least maturing 
into a young adult, is signified by his acquisition of 
the gender constructions of a man—hard, competitive, 
and able to use his strength to attain respect and 
power. Moreover, men must flee from any feminine 
characteristics. This lifelong quest never ends; boys 
must prove they are men and men must continue to 
prove they are men. 

Holes, The Chocolate War, and Lord of the Flies, 
demonstrate how these definitions and underlying 
assumptions about masculinity play out in young 
adult novels addressing readers of various ages. 
Although Lord of the Flies may not fit perfectly into 
commonly accepted definitions of young adult 
literature, its considerable presence in school cur
ricula, its position adjacent to books like The Choco
late War, and its influence in informing teenage boys’ 
concepts of masculinity cannot be ignored. Further
more, these novels represent increasing complexities 
and maturity of similar masculine themes: coming of 
age, and more importantly, coming to terms with a 
gendered identity. In addition, these novels are widely 
read in middle and high school classrooms. In other 
words, boys and girls read these texts, and the textual 
portrayals of gender constructions affect, and perhaps 
influence, both. 

Holes 

Louis Sachar’s Holes (1998) a well-known favorite 
among both teachers and students, and its movie 
adaptation attests to its place on many young 
adolescent’s reading lists. The movie version, how
ever, alters many significant details relevant to a 
reading of masculinity. For example, in the film, 
Stanley is a young, good-looking, thin boy, which is 
contrary to Stanley’s depiction in the novel, where he 
is portrayed as overweight and bullied at school by a 

boy smaller than he. Early in the story, we find Stanley 
paying for a crime he did not commit—or so it seems. 
Throughout most of the novel he blames his bad luck 
on his “no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great 
grandfather’s” curse. But, Stanley’s real crime is not 
being a man, or more to the point, exhibiting feminine 
characteristics. From the beginning, Stanley appears 
soft, flabby, and lacking agency. He passively accepts 
his fate. Sentenced to Camp 
delinquency work camp, for
undergoes a series of tests 
before emerging harder, in 
control, and free from his 
grandfather’s curse. 

While serving his 
sentence, Stanley unwit
tingly fulfills his great 
great grandfather’s 
promise to Madame 
Zoroni, who cast the 
original curse on the 
Yelnats men, by carrying 
the runaway, ailing and 
thirsting, Zero, another 
young delinquent, up a 
mountain (it turns out that 
Zero is Madame Zoroni’s 
great great grandson). 
More importantly, Stanley 
figuratively climbs into 
young manhood by 
claiming agency and 
taking action. Throughout the story, Stanley’s transfor

e acts move him from a soft, feminized boy 
rds a more mature young man. 
achar introduces the reader to Stanley as a poor, 
weight” boy who “didn’t have any friends at 
” (7). Although he is big, Stanley does not use 
ze and weight in a traditionally masculine way. A 
 smaller than he intimidates him, and when 
ey complains, the teachers chide him for letting a 
ler boy pick on someone his size (23). Thus, 
ey first appears as a boy unable to recognize his 
strength and act in control of his environment. 
ey arrives at Camp Green Lake and meets Mr. Sir. 
in a cowboy hat and always wearing sunglasses, 
ir appears as the quintessential manly man, even 
ng the boys with the refrain, “you’re not in the 

mativ
towa
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“over
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He is no longer guilty of 

his one true crime: being 

unmanly. Sachar gives the 

reader hints that Stanley 

is now on the right track 

to manhood. The fulfill-

ment of one’s duty, and 

the attainment of man-

hood, reaps rewards:

money, power, and 

friends. Yet it is important 

to note that these rewards 

are benefits of hegemonic

masculinity, and enjoyed 

by men. 

Girl Scouts anymore” (13). Mr. Sir 
reminds Stanley, and the reader, 
that Stanley’s transformation will 
begin by separating himself from 
the feminine—the girl scout. 
Stanley’s soft body sets him apart 
from the other boys. In addition, he 
writes letters to his mom, linking 
him to the maternal, or at least, the 
need for the maternal. This 
maternal link contrasts Kimmel’s 
(2004) assertion that in order to 
acquire a masculine identity, a boy 
must repudiate his mother (186). 
Thus, Stanley, by embracing his 
mother, remains a boy, not a man. 
Furthermore, Stanley’s position in 
Group D is at the bottom, ahead of 
only Zero, the boy who does not 
speak. 

At camp, Stanley must dig 
holes five feet deep and five feet 
wide. This physical labor helps 
Stanley shed pounds and develop a 
fit body. Yet, even after he’s spent 
several weeks at camp he does not 
possess the physical or mental 
strength and confidence to confront 
the other boys. Resentful of Stanley and Zero’s deal 

nley’s holes in exchange for reading 
ag starts a fight with Stanley, and 
 stands up for himself. As his face 
st the desert floor, “all he could do was 
fight] to be over” (135). Only after he 
y running away from camp in search of 
nley begin to recognize his transforma
irl scout”-like boy to a young man. Here, 
and Zero’s incapacitated state, force him 
l and complete the final act of separating 
the feminine. 
nley is not yet a man at the end of the 
der recognizes a progression from a soft, 
y to a stronger, self-actualized young 
hysical respect he shows a flight from 

 He is no longer guilty of his one true 
unmanly. Sachar gives the reader hints 
s now on the right track to manhood. 
t of one’s duty, and the attainment of 

(Zero digs Sta
lessons), ZigZ
Stanley never
presses again
wait for [the 
takes action b
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tion from a “g
the elements 
to take contro
himself from 

While Sta
novel, the rea
ineffectual bo
man. In this p
the feminine.
crime: being 
that Stanley i
The fulfillmen

manhood, reaps rewards: money, 
power, and friends. Yet it is impor
tant to note that these rewards are 
benefits of hegemonic masculinity, 
and enjoyed by men. In fact, in the 
final scene we see Stanley sur-
rounded by adult men and women, 
still learning the rules of the 
(patriarchal) game. During this 
scene, Clive Livingston puts his 
hand over his wife’s mouth to keep 
her quiet. Clive asks Stanley to take 
his place in his wife’s silencing 
while he goes for more soda, 
passing on a role of male domi
nance. Thus, the rights to power 
and privilege become available to 
men only, and to boys who actively 
and successfully seek dominant 
masculine ideals by escaping the 
feminine. 

The Chocolate War 

Considered a young adult 
classic, as well as a perennial 
teachers’ and librarians’ favorite, 
Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War 

often at 
e on Ted 
orne 99).

) Best YA 
ted 
s “with
early 
deals 
ys, men 

women. 
ult, is a 
 coping 
ake the 
uld 
gly, Jerry 
ecret and 

Vigils. 
se to sell 
sing 
ves to 

(1974), appears on annual ‘must read’ lists—
the top. The Chocolate War placed number on
Hipple’s list in 1989 and 2004 (Hipple & Claib
The novel also appeared in Donelson’s (1997
Books of the Year: 1964-1995 (44) and was lis
among Voices from the Middle’s top fifty book
lasting appeal” (Lesesne 54). Yet, the book cl
purports traditional masculine ideals. These i
represent the power relationships between bo
and ultimately between boys/men and girls/

The novel’s main protagonist, Jerry Rena
freshman recovering from his mother’s death,
with living with his distant father, trying to m
football team, and wondering whether he sho
“dare to disturb the universe” (129). Unwillin
finds himself carrying out an order from the s
unofficial student-leaders of the school, The 
The order is simple; for ten days he is to refu
chocolates during the school’s annual fundrai
drive. Jerry fulfills the Vigil mission, but resol
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Young male protagonists 

in these coming of age 

novels are continuously

engaged in a contest with 

other males. Their rank, 

status, and acceptance by

other boys and men deter-

mine their actions and 

outcomes.

continue refusing to sell chocolates, despite the Vigils’ 
orders to begin selling and the school’s interim 
headmaster’s disapproval. Jerry’s defiance leads him 
to a battle against the Vigils, the administration, and 
the entire school. 

The reader meets Jerry trying out for the football 
team. He is young, only 145 pounds “soaking wet,” 
and, according to the football coach, needs more 
“meat” on his bones (4). Though he is slight of build 
physically, Jerry is still a tough boy. He suffers through 
football tryouts—getting smashed and tackled by 
bigger, older guys. In addition, during his defiance of 
the Vigils and the school fund-raiser, Jerry never 
wavers in his decision not to sell chocolates. In fact, 
he forms a new sense of individuality and self-pride in 
his action, stating to himself and before his class
mates, “I’m Jerry Renault and I’m not going to sell the 
chocolates.” (177, 207) Importantly, the only time 
Jerry ‘loses his cool’ is when the bully Janza accuses 
him of being a fairy: 

“. . . you’re a fairy. A queer. Living in the closet, hiding 
away.” 

Vomit threatened Jerry’s throat, a nauseous geyser he could 
barely hold down. 

“Hey, you’re blushing,” Janza said. “The fairy’s blushing . 
. .” 

“Listen . . .” Jerry began but not knowing, really, how to 
begin or where. The worst thing in the world—to be called 
queer. [. . .] “I’m not a fairy,” Jerry cried. 

“Kiss me,” Janza said, puckering his lips grotesquely. 

“You son of a bitch,” Jerry said. (212) 

Jerry gets beat up by a gang of kids, orchestrated by 
Janza and Archie, who want to psychologically 
intimidate Jerry. Referring to the “queer pitch,” Archie 
says to Janza, “If you want to get under a guy’s skin, 
accuse him of being something he isn’t.” (222) Being 
homosexual is aligned with being feminine; therefore, 
Jerry’s assertion and reaction against Janza’s accusa
tion demonstrates the often violent flight from the 
feminine. Indeed, Kimmel (2004) argues the flight 
from the feminine is often “angry and frustrated” (185). 

Young male protagonists in these coming of age 
novels are continuously engaged in a contest with 
other males. Their rank, status, and acceptance by 
other boys and men determine their actions and 
outcomes. Kimmel (2004) notes the important rela

tionship that exists among 
men: “[Men] are under 
constant careful scrutiny of 
other men. Other men 
watch us, rank us, and 
grant our acceptance in to 
the realm of manhood. 
Manhood is demonstrated 
for other men’s approval. 
It is other men who 
evaluate the performance” 
(p. 186). Success becomes 
contingent on their 
performance of traditional 
masculine conventions 
and others’ approval. More
 
importantly, many of these
 
novels show how ‘passing’
 
the test and having other boys, and men, “grant”
 
acceptance in to the realm of manhood leads to male
 
power and privilege.
 

Several characters in The Chocolate War comment 
explicitly about being admired and “ranked” by other 
males. Throughout the novel, we see how the school
boys constantly evaluate themselves, and each other. 
Obie hates and fears Archie, yet he also admires him 
(7, 9, 148). The Vigils admire Archie (36) and Archie 
in turn enjoys their praise (241). Archie also admires 
and evaluates Brother Leon (23). In addition, he 
admires Emile Janza’s handiwork (51-52), and he is 
“fascinated” by him (106). At the same time, Emile 
spends his time trying to impress Archie (105) and 
admiring Archie’s “genius” (222). Jerry tries out for 
the football team, not just looking for a place on the 
squad, but also for the coach’s approval (78). Brian 
Cochran admires Carter for his muscles and agility 
(98), and he “beams” and “melt[s]”when Archie’s 
praises him (163, 236). Enjoying the admiration he 
receives for refusing to sell chocolates, Jerry 
“blush[es] with pleasure” and asks, “who didn’t want 
to be admired?” (126). This evaluation and admiration 
among men marks the boys’ immersion in a patriar
chal structure that defines man as “strong, capable, 
reliable, and in control.” (Kimmel 184). Within this 
structure men maintain power over other men and 
over women. By maintaining this power over each 
other and women, the boys are fleeing the feminine 
for a more male-dominated sphere. 
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In Lord of the Flies, 

Golding explores various	 

ideals of masculinity but 

focuses mainly on the 

conflict between the	 

ideals of civilized mascu

linity and barbarous mas-

culinity. Importantly,	 

Golding links the ideal of 

order with the feminine 

Piggy and somewhat 

effeminate Ralph, and the	

ideal of violence with Jack 

and Roger. 

Boys operate under the hierarchy of power, with 
some men being more powerful than others (Kimmel 
185). Although Jerry has qualities of the traditional 
man (he has strength, courage, is tough, an indi
vidual), he lacks power. In the end, he loses, finding 
that he can not escape the relentless test of masculin
ity—the ongoing battle to prove oneself a man, and 
more importantly, not feminine. 

Lord of the Flies 

Broad definitions of young adult literature include 
“works written for an audience between the ages of 
about eleven or twelve to about seventeen or eigh
teen” (Hipple & Claiborne 100). Additionally, most 
scholars mark the publication of The Outsiders 
(Hinton, 1967) as the beginning of the “golden age” of 
the young adult literature genre. Written in 1954, and 

appealing to adults and 
adolescents, Golding’s 
Lord of the Flies, falls
outside the American 
category of young adult 
literature. Yet, Lord of the 
Flies is a classic novel, and 
a standard part of the 
curriculum, read by young 
adults. An analysis of Lord 
of the Flies, demonstrates 
how young adult literature 
mirrors more traditional 
texts in its underlying 
assumptions about 
masculinity. 

The reader meets 
faired-haired Ralph first 
grinning, he exclaims “No 
grownups” to the “fat boy” 
Piggy while the two frolic 
in the warm water (7-8). 
Ralph’s smile is both the 
first and last, or nearly so, 
of the novel, as most of 
the boys, led by the 
devilish Jack Merridew, 

descend into a savagery of painted faces and ritual 
hunts that leave two dead and the rest wounded, both 
physically and mentally. The details of this descent 

 

reveal much about, as Wordsworth would say, “man’s 
inhumanity to man,” and do serve as a social and 
psychological critique of the British public school 
system. Just as importantly, the events in Lord of the 
Flies artfully reveal the boys’ struggle to define their 
masculinity. 

In Lord of the Flies, Golding explores various 
ideals of masculinity but focuses mainly on the 
conflict between the ideals of civilized masculinity 
and barbarous masculinity. Importantly, Golding links 
the ideal of order with the feminine Piggy and some
what effeminate Ralph, and the ideal of violence with 
Jack and Roger. As Ralph and Piggy’s more effeminate 
world of common-sense clashes with Jack and Roger’s 
masculine world of hunting, Golding shows that in 
order to become men, the boys must flee and ulti
mately establish power over the feminine. 

It is no coincidence that Ralph and Piggy meet 
first, for as the novel progresses, they develop a nearly 
unbreakable bond. Physically the two could not be 
more different. Ralph is handsome, “fair-haired,” the 
tallest boy, who “might make a good boxer” (10). At 
first, with angelic looks and strong physical build, he 
seems a model of burgeoning masculinity, especially 
when he is voted chief. Piggy, in stark contrast, is fat, 
bespectacled, and suffers from asthma. With his 
almost Rubenesque physique and his multiple handi
caps, he is void of masculinity and represents more of 
a doughy femininity. The boys lose no time in recog
nizing Piggy’s lack of manliness, as they tease him 
mercilessly. Reynaud (2004) argues the body is the 
instrument of masculinity (141); therefore, by teasing 
the feminine Piggy, the boys illustrate their flight from 
the feminine. The boys continually reject Piggy, 
subjugating him to ‘feminine’ roles, such as taking 
care of the “littluns.” Interested in more convention
ally masculine exercises like hunting and exploring, 
the boys heed Piggy’s advice only when Ralph, who 
often echoes—or steals—Piggy’s ideas, speaks it. But 
more deeply, the boys ignore Piggy because his body 
and upbringing represent femininity. Piggy has no 
patriarchal figure (he mentions his father is dead), and 
he continuously refers to his auntie who has raised 
him. In the boys’ eyes, Piggy might as well be a girl. 
Women, Reynaud (2004) argues, are flesh with no 
brain (143). Therefore, even though Piggy’s reasoning 
may be correct, when he, for instance, insists on 
keeping the fire going, he sounds to the boys like an 
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partly, the flight from the 
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old aunt pleading with them not to go out in the rain 
without their Wellingtons. As ‘masculine’ boys, they 
have no reason to listen to Piggy. Furthermore, if they 
were to listen to Piggy, they would risk being associ
ated with the feminine themselves. 

In contrast, Ralph has a naval commander for a 
father, is tall and strong and good looking, and 
throughout the first half of the novel, most of the 
boys, save Jack and his hunters, applaud Ralph’s 
words because, as Yeats would say, of the “manly 
pose” he strikes. Reason itself is not un-masculine— 
Reynaud, for instance, states that part of masculinity 
is based on strength of reason (142)—but reason 
becomes un-masculine when the body voicing the 
reason has the form of a woman. By rejecting the 
feminine Piggy’s words of reason, the boys further 
illustrate Kimmel’s point that masculinity is, at least 
partly, the flight from the feminine. 

Ultimately, the boys end up fleeing from every
thing associated with the feminine, for they do not just 
reject Piggy, but they reject Ralph, as well. Ralph is 
not just the only “biggun” who listens to Piggy, but he 
is the only one who has compassion for him (117). 
Ralph defends Piggy against Jack’s ruthless savagery 
and worries about him when he leaves Piggy alone. 
Ralph’s compassion for Piggy does not exactly fit the 
mold of masculinity, particularly when Ralph’s ideas 
are so parallel to Piggy’s. To a certain extent, Ralph’s 
compassion for Piggy can be seen as homoerotic, a 
notion which illustrates Ralph’s more feminine 
sympathies. The other boys, particularly Jack, do not 
lose sight of Ralph and Piggy’s ‘different’ relationship, 
teasing Ralph about how he worries about his pre
cious Piggy (117-18). Ralph is also a daydreamer. 
Throughout the novel, he finds difficulty embracing 
the more primitive way of life the boys lead on the 
island, imagining peaceful, innocent times at his 
family’s country home (112), something which is in 
direct contrast to Jack and Roger who seem as if they 
would be perfectly happy if they were never rescued. 
Reynaud (2004) would argue that Ralph’s nostalgia for 
innocence represents a kind of femininity (142). 

Regardless, Ralph is by no means as ‘feminine’ a 
boy as Piggy. He certainly displays more physically 
masculine traits than Piggy. He participates a few 
times in the hunts and in the various exploratory 
adventures on the island. The lure of the hunt even 
excites him (113). Yet, many of Ralph’s tendencies 

align him with the feminin
concern with keeping the fi
he wants to escape, not jus
what Kimmel (2004) argue
less test” (185). By prizing 
subtly reveals that he is not
on the island and that he n
masculine burden of leadin
Here Ralph’s flight is from t
boys agree it is important t
they need a leader who wil
island and ultimately reject
favor of the hunter, Jack. T
means entirely un-masculi
feminine traits. By rejecting
final flight from the femini

Even more than just fle
boys establish more and 
more power over the 
feminine. No one on the 
island represents physical 
masculinity more the Jack 
Merridew. That he is the 
only character to have his 
last name known shows 
his portent. Red-headed, 
ugly, and freckled (20), 
Jack, with his band of 
choir-boys-turned-hunters, 
almost entirely rejects the 
ideal of heroic masculinity 
that Ralph at least partly 
represents and fully rejects 
the feminine role Piggy 
and Ralph embody. 
Golding’s physical descrip
tion of Jack alludes to his 
inner character. His red 
hair connotes his fiery 

temper, and his freckles reveal a lack of inner purity. 
s ugliness and black cloak, he symbolizes a 
 adolescent Satan, and his choir, always in lock 
hind him, becomes not unlike fallen angels. 
 Jack is not elected chief, he, like a Marine 
t, has control of the boys from the beginning 
uring the first pig hunt, Jack hesitates to kill a 
because of the enormity of the knife descend
 cutting into living flesh” (31). Here, he 

With hi
kind of
step be
Though
sergean
(20). D
piglet “
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e. . Importantly, Ralph’s 
re going shows how much 
t from the island, but from 
s is masculinity’s “relent
rescue over all else, Ralph 
 up to the task of survival 
eeds relief from the 
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he masculine. Even if the 

o take steps to be rescued, 
l keep them alive on the 
 Ralph as their leader in 
hough Ralph is by no 
ne, he does embody many 
 Ralph, the boys take their 

ne. 
eing from the feminine, the 
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Thus, by using young adult

literature and ‘classic’	 

texts, such as Lord of the 

Flies, that speak overtly to

assumptions and conven-

tions of masculinity,	 

teachers and students can

engage in dialogue that	 

addresses the complex	 

nature of being a boy/ 

man and being a girl/ 

woman. 

 

 

 

realizes the enormous moral leap into the realm of 
om his masculine duty of 
he misses his chance, he 
t time” (31). By making this 
the pig, by becoming the 

lead hunter, Jack firmly 
roots himself as the 
archetype of masculine 
strength and violence. He 
also does what he can to 
disrupt the ordered world 
of Piggy and Ralph. He 
continually questions their
decrees and leads a 
hunting party instead of 
keeping the firing going 
(68). Importantly here, by 
not keeping the fire going, 
the fire being their one 
hope of rescue, Jack shows 
that he does not really 
want to be rescued, that 
this savage state fits his 
ideal of himself as a man. 
In this same scene, Jack 
hits Piggy, breaking his 
glasses. Piggy’s glasses 
had been used to start the 
fire, and they stand for 

order and the hope of rescue. They also symbolize 
part of Piggy’s femininity. Kimmel (2004) argues that 
the “pre-oedipal boy identifies with mother, he sees 
the world through mother’s eyes” (187). By destroying 
Piggy’s glasses, Jack repudiates the feminine vision 
that handicaps him in his quest to become a man. 
Jack’s action not only furthers the point that he does 
not want to be saved, but it also illustrates his rebel
lion against the ideal of order and more crucially his 
revolt against the ‘other’—that is, the ideal of feminin
ity. 

The most notable example of the boys destroying 
the feminine occurs when Roger kills Piggy by pushing 
a boulder onto him. “Trapped behind the luminous 
wall of his myopia” (169)—that is both literally and 
figuratively—Piggy clings to his idea of order, shouting 
like his old auntie for the boys to stop “acting like a 
crowd of kids” (180). He is so far removed from Jack 
and Roger’s barbarous masculinity that he does not 

violence, shrinking away fr
killing the pig. But though 
already dreams of the “nex
choice to spill the blood of 

see that the power of his precious reasoning, like the 
signal fire, died long ago. As the mayhem continues, 
Roger “with a sense of delirious abandonment” (180) 
cements his masculinity by crushing Piggy with a 
giant boulder. Reynaud argues that man “does his best 
to reject the ‘feminine’” (142). There can be no greater 
rejection than homicide. 

Importantly, more than a symbol of heroic 
masculinity, Ralph survives as a symbol that the 
masculine flight from the feminine is continuous. As 
the boys cry at the end—a feminine reaction to their 
circumstance—the reader senses that the conflicts 
between masculinity and femininity that plagued the 
nameless island are not going away anytime soon. The 
boys, still not yet men, have yet to fully stifle all of 
their feminine tendencies. Even the officer who finds 
them continues to flee from the feminine. When 
hearing the boys’ cries, he is “moved and a little 
embarrassed” and then turns away so the boys can 
pull themselves together (202). The fact that he is 
moved shows a glimpse of his femininity. And by 
turning away from the crying boys, the officer illus
trates his own flight from the feminine. Golding 
reveals here that as long as man survives—no matter 
his age—he must continually flee the feminine in 
order to keep his masculinity intact. The conflict is as 
unending as the sea surrounding the island, and the 
island’s anonymity itself suggests it could be any place 
and that the conflicts depicted there will happen again 
somewhere else. 

Bushman and Haas (1997) tout the use of young 
adult literature in the classroom as “imperative;” it 
“serves young people in their struggle with identity, 
with their relationships with adults, and with their 
choices” (25). Thus, young adult literature acts as a 
guide through their journey into adulthood. Most 
often, according to Anderson, successful young adult 
literature contains themes that mirror the developmen
tal interests and goals of student readers (as cited in 
Bushman and Haas 3). Citing Havighurst’s develop
mental tasks for individuals as a guide for themes in 
young adult literature, Bushman and Haas list “achiev
ing a proper masculine or feminine social role” as one 
of the key developmental interests for young readers 
(8). A careful reading and analysis of Holes, The 
Chocolate War, and Lord of the Flies will allow stu
dents to learn how, traditionally, male coming of age 
has been portrayed as a flight from the feminine. 
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Students will, ideally, begin to debunk some of the 
standard ideals of masculinity, thereby achieving a 
more dynamic perspective of themselves and our 
society as a whole. 

Nodelman (2002) asks a very important question 
about getting boys to analyze assumptions and 
conventions underlying the construction of masculin
ity. He writes, “How can this [analysis] occur when. 
[. . .] the act of seeing beyond almost inevitably 
demonizes what so many boys already have so much 
invested in?” (14) One must first begin to understand 
the dynamic nature of societal gender conventions, 
and be willing to explore how these conventions 
operate in literature. Nodelman suggests that by 
making masculinity “appear,” that is to recognize its 
constructedness, we are on the way to thinking about 
and revising its implications (14). Thus, by using 
young adult literature and ‘classic’ texts, such as Lord 
of the Flies, that speak overtly to assumptions and 
conventions of masculinity, teachers and students can 
engage in dialogue that addresses the complex nature 
of being a boy/man and being a girl/woman. Rather 
than seeing gender as binaries, these texts help 
demonstrate how constructions of male and female 
depend on each other. 

Ms. Soofia Khan is a graduate student in English 
Education and an Instructor at Florida Gulf Coast 
University, where she teaches freshman composition. 

Patricia Wachholz, Ed.D., is Associate Dean of Graduate 
Studies and Professor in the College of Education at 
Florida Gulf Coast University, where she teaches courses in 
adolescent literature and reading, and directs the National 
Writing Project at FGCU. 
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The Publisher’s Connection
 

Standards! Testing! And All That Jazz!:
 
A Real Conversation 

M. Jerry Weiss
 

“Dr. Weiss, we would like 
you come talk with our 
high school English 

and social studies teachers about 
books that might appeal to our 
students. We have four schools, and 
in three of them our students are 
failing to meet annual yearly 
progress expectations. We have 
money for professional develop
ment, which would cover your 
consultation fee; however, we can’t 
buy books with this money. No, we 
have no district money earmarked 
for the books you talk about. But 
this will be motivational and 
professional.” 

Question: Should I go? Who would 
be more frustrated, the teachers 
or I? 

This is NCLB. 

On NCLB 

Many of us professionals have 
no objections to raising the stan
dards for students. Testing doesn’t 
scare us. But how much does 
testing show about the quality of 
learning and the impact of reading 
upon the reader? 

Michael Winerip in an article, 
“Teaching and a Law That Dis
misses Them,” (New York Times, 
July 12, 2006), states: 

A final concern with the federal law is 
that it is so driven by state testing that 
there’s too much time devoted to test 
prep, too much time spent drilling facts 
for survey courses, and not enough 
emphasis on finding something chil
dren will fall in love with for a life
time-the Civil War, repairing engines, 
science research, playing the trumpet. 

Fortunately, the remedy can be 
found on Ms. Ray’s (an English 
teacher) walls in Huntington, VA, a 
quotation from William Butler 
Yeats: “Education is not the filling 
of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.” 
I recommend that as the official 
motto for a new, revitalized, No 
Child Left Behind Law. (p. B8). 

Reality Check 

So many states have reported 
that students are not doing well on 
these tests. But this is nothing new. 
In the early 50s, I worked on the 
drop-out studies in the New York 
City high schools. Other major 
cities were doing similar studies. 
We found out that students who 

seemed to have reading problems 
were more likely to drop out. 
However, there were students who 
didn’t necessarily need work on 
skills, although that was the chief 
emphasis being placed in school 
reading and remedial programs. 
Many students could read but 
didn’t like the books being used in 
their classes. “The works were 
being dissected beyond belief.” 
Others said they were so bored. “I 
read lots of good books I got out of 
the library.” 

My own son was a good reader, 
but he hated the texts. He was put 
in a Title I program for reading 
instruction. I never said a word. He 
told me that every third day he 
would get something right, and the 
teacher would give him a piece of 
candy or a cookie. She had many 
good books in her classroom from 
which the students could choose. 
He liked that. 

So doesn’t it make sense to 
have lots of good books for stu
dents to explore? Why not have 
reading groups, letting students 
choose books to match their 
different interests, abilities and 
needs? 
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A Thematic Approach 

I’ve organized this presentation 
of good books according to themes, 
suggested topics worthy of consid
eration. I’ve chosen books that I 
found especially appealing to me. 
These might be starting points. But 
this is a sincere attempt to bring 
students and books together in a 
meaningful and lasting relationship. 

Topic: Fantasy and Science Fiction 
Almond, David, Clay. Delacorte. 
Anderson, M. T., The Amazing Life 

Of Octavian Nothing. 
Candlewick. 

Cornish, D. M., Monster Blood 
Tattoo. Dutton. 

Knox, Elizabeth, Dreamhunter. 
Farrar Straus Giroux. 

Layne, Steven L., Mergers. Pelican. 
Pierce, Tamora, The Will Of The 

Empress. Scholastic. 
Shan, Darren, The Demonata: 

Demon Thief. Little, Brown. 
Skelton, Matthew, Endymion 

Spring. Delacorte. 
Yolen, Jane, and Adam Stemple, 

Trollbridge: A Rock ‘N’ Roll Fairy 
Tale. Starscape. 

Topic: MYSTERY AND SUSPENSE 
Abrahams, Peter, Behind The 

Curtain. Harper Collins. 
Broach, Elise, Desert Crossing. Holt. 
Brooks, Kevin, The Road Of The 

Dead. Chicken House. 
Feinstein, John, Last Shot. Knopf. 
Horowitz, Anthony, Ark Angel. 

Phiomel. 
Portman, Frank, King Dork. 

Delacorte. 
Springer, Nancy, The Case Of The 

Missing Marquess. Sleuth. 
Updale, Eleanor, Montmorency and 

The Assassins. Orchard. 

Topic: IN THIS SCHOOL 
Alvarez, Julia, Finding Miracles. 

Knopf. 
Clarke, Judith, Kalpana’s Dream. 

Front Street. 
Evangelista, Beth, Gifted. Walker. 
Fogelin, Adrian, The Real Question. 

Peachtree. 
Garden, Nancy, Endgame. Harcourt. 
Gerber, Michael, Freshman. 

Hyperion. 
Green, John, Looking For Alaska. 

Dutton. 
Houston, Julian, New Boy. 

Houghton Muffin. 
Sitomer, Alan Lawrence, Hip-Hop 

High School. Hyperion. 

Theme: SPORTS WORLD 
Carter, Alden R., Love, Football, and 

Other Contact Sports. Holiday 
House. 

Esckilsen, Erik, The Outside Groove. 
Houghton Mifflin. 

Gorman, Carol, and Ron J. Findley, 
Stumptown Kid. Peachtree. 

Lupica, Mike, Heat. Phiomel. 
Martino, Alfred C., Pinned. 

Harcourt. 
Ritter, John R., Under the Baseball 

Moon. Philomel. 

Topic: HOLOCAUST 
Friedman, D. Dina, Escaping Into 

the Night. Simon & Schuster. 
Glayshteyn, Yankev, trans. by 

Jeffrey Shandiler, Emil and Karl. 
Roaring Brook. 

Kass, Pnina Moed, Real Time. 
Graphia. 

Miiman, Isaac, Hidden Child. Farrar 
Straus Giroux. 

Orlev, Un, Run, Boy, Run. 
Houghton Mifflin. 

Pressler, Mirjam, Malka. Speak. 
Roy, Jennifer, Yellow Star. 

Cavendish. 

Watts, Irene N., Remember Me. 
Tundra. 

Topic: SPECIAL PROBLEMS! 
Abbott, Tony, Firegirl. Little, Brown. 
Frank, E. R., Wrecked. Atheneum. 
Gallo, Donald R., ed. What Are You 

Afraid Of? Candlewick. 
Hobbs, Valerie, Defiance. Farrar 

Straus Giroux. 
Hobbs, Will, Crossing the Wire. 

Harper Collins. 
Horrocks, Anita, Almost Eden. 

Tundra. 
Johnson, Harriet McBride, Acci

dents of Nature. Holt. 
Korman, Gordon, Born To Rock. 

Hyperion. 
Nolan, Han, A Summer of Kings. 

Harcourt. 
Runyon, Brent, The Burn Journals. 

Knopf. 
Smith, Sherri L, Sparrow. Delacorte. 
Vrettos, Adrienne Maria, Skin. 

McElderry. 
Woodson, Jacqueline, Behind You. 

Putnam. 
Zusak, Markus, I Am the Messenger. 

Knopf. 

Topic: IN DANGEROUS PLACES 
Rolub, Josef, An Innocent Soldier. 

Scholastic. 
Hughes, Dean, Search and Destroy. 

Atheneum. 
Lewis, Richard, The Flame Tree. 

Simon & Schuster. 
Morpurgo, Michael, Private Peace

ful. Scholastic. 
Salisbury, Graham, House of the Red 

Fish. Random House. 
Sandell, Lisa Ann, The Weight Of 

the Sky. Viking. 
Staples, Suzaime Fisher, Under the 

Persimmon Tree. Farrar Straus 
Giroux. 

Stein, Tarnmar, Light Years. Knopf. 
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Topic: HISTORICAL FICTION 
Bajoria, Paul, The Printer’s Devil.

Little, Brown. 
Blackwood, Gary, Second Sight. 

Dutton. 
Geras, Adele, Ithaka. Harcourt. 

Kidd, Ronald, Monkey Town: The 
Summer Of the Scopes Trial. 
Simon & Schuster. 

Lawlor, Laurie, The Two Loves Of 
Will Shakespeare. Holiday 
House. 

Lester, Julius, Time’s Memory. 
Farrar Straus Giroux.

 Spooner, Michael, Last Child. Holt 

M. Jerry Weiss is Professor Emeritus 
at Jersey City State College in Jersey 
City, New Jersey, and recipient of the 
2003 Ted Hipple Service Award. 
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